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This research is intended to explore the literary
domain of imaginative fiction as reflected in the writings
of Arna Wendell Bontemps (1902-73). Comprised of an
introduction, three chapters, and two appendices, the study
discusses and evaluates the author’s three novels and
collection of short stories, in terms of their structure,
thematic elements, characterization, diction, and verisimili¬
tude, and briefly alludes to his numerous volumes of juvenile
literature. The explicated works span the Harlem Renaissance
Era to the year of his death, 1973.
Chapter I, "The Novelistic Activity of Arna Wendell
Bontemps," is devoted to his God Sends Sunday (1931), Black
Thunder (1936), and Drums at Dusk (1939), while Chapter II,
"The Short Stories of Ama Bontemps," encompasses The Old
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South; **A Summer Tragedy” and Other Stories of the Thirties,
published, postumously, in 1973. The final chapter is
entitled "The Literary Achievement of Arna Bontemps," and a
brief chronology of his life and a selected listing of his
juvenile books also appear in the Appendices.
The vjriter has attempted to establish an interrelation¬
ship between the events of Mr. Bontemps' life and career
and his literary achievement. In so doing, it was possible
to observe the manner in which these developments contrib¬
uted significantly to his role as an outstanding Afro-
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Within the framework of American literature, it can be
stated by any historian, professional or amateur, that the
most significant period in the history and development of
Afro-American literature began in the early 1920's during
what is now known as the Harlem or Negro Renaissance. Those
writers who actively participated in this Renaissance are
often referred to as the "new Negro," and their Golden Age
has been characterized by the great poet, Langston Hughes,
1
as "when the Negro was in vogue."
Harlem, a section of New York City's Manhattan Island
which is, even today, one of the most heavily populated
Black sectors of the United States, was a hub of creative
and intellectual activity in the twenties and thirties,
drawing young men and women of artistic promise to her
bosom. The period was distinctively marked by the first
major attempt by Black writers to stray collectively away
from traditional patterns of assimilation or imitation of
1
L. M. Collins, editor. The Harlem Renaissance




white writing styles, standards, and subject matter in favor
of subjects and modes which reflected the dialect and life¬
style of the Negro in America. Emphasis was placed upon
individuality and primitivism, and the development of a
reading public among the Black masses.
The socio-economic climate of post World War I America
must be ranked significantly as a major contributing factor
to the emergence of the Harlem or Negro Renaissance writers.
In addition to the desire to capitalize upon the opportunity
to advance their artistic ability, these young men and women
coupled awareness and concern about the unequal fulfillment
of the American Dream and the actual condition of the Black
American as a disenfranchised citizen. The overwhelming
result was the channeling of much tension and hostility into
creative and literary activity and development. Paving the
way for the future expansion of the Afro-American artist,
these innovators were able to address and verbalize the
various pressing concerns of Black existence in the United
States, both past and present, stimulating awareness of and
interest in issues which they believed could alleviate those
problems which seemed most acute in the twenties. As John
Hope Franklin indicates in From Slavery to Freedom, the
writers of the Renaissance were those "who emerged from the
calm surrounding America's enjoyment of peace and prosperity
3
to call attention to the faults and inadequacies of capital-
2
istic America."
Thus, this new wave of self-appraisal and heightened
cultural awareness, further stimulated by the great inflxix
of Blacks to the metropolises of the North, resulted in a
movement which revolutionized the participation of Afro-
Americans in the arts. The rich soil of New York City was
both fertile and vulnerable for the dawning of an increased
level of consciousness and pride among people of color. New
York, as the long established base of American literarcy,
theatre, art, and publishing, provided vast opportunities
for massive exposure and enrichment for those who enjoyed
the splendor of the Renaissance, creating a congenial at¬
mosphere for advancement which was not to be significantly
disturbed until the Depression years of the thirties, which
drastically disrupted the free-spirited productivity of the
Renaissance.
In addition to increased receptiveness among white
publishing establishments and critics who had historically
2
John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, Incorporated, 1967), pp. 498-499.
4
attempted to ignore or discredit artistically inclined Blacks,
the period also produced various magazines and journals which
served as vehicles of Black expression. Magazines such as
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People's Crisis and the organ of the National‘Urban League,
Opportunity, established writing competitions, opening their
volumes to the wares of new writers and stimulating an avid
national response and recognition for many whom would not
have readily received the necessary exposure to propel their
3
careers.
In the sviramer of 1924, young Arna Wendell Bontemps (1902-
73) was among those who sought Harlem and the realm of promise
initiated by the Renaissance as the pinnacles from which to
4
launch his own literary career. Born in Louisiana and
raised in California, the Pacific Union College and eventu¬
ally University of Chicago educated Bontemps, joining such
notables as Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Nella Larsen,




Denise Page, "Arna Bontemps: Opposing Roots In The
Renaissance in The Harlem Renaissance Generation, Volume I,
ed. L. M. Collins (Fisk University, 1972), p. 220.
5
For a chronology of the life of Arna Bontemps, see
Appendix I,
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soon became well engrossed in the intense camaraderie and
vigorous activity offered by this multi-dimensional
movement, with its newly developing and ever expanding
artistic and intellectual circle.
The reputation of Bontemps as a new Black talent had
not gone totally unnoticed prior to his journey to New York,
nor after his arrival was he unheralded, as Denise Page
indicates:
' Prior to his appearance on the Harlem scene he had
published a piece in The Crisis, the magazine of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People. In the following years he was to publish
quite a few poems in The Crisis and Opportunity:
Journal of Negro Life, the magazine of the Urban
League. In 1926 he won the Opportunity's Alexander
Pushkin Award for Poetry. He won the same award in
1927 along with The Crisis poetry award.°
While devoting most of his early creative activity to
poetry, Bontemps later expanded his talents to include other
genres for which he is more well known and widely respected,
transcending the domain and limitations of the Harlem Era
and its declining years to establish a lengthy and distin¬
guished career as a man of letters. His literary output
includes both individual and collaborative efforts, encom¬
passing three novels, one Broadway play, and numerous
biographies, children's books, short stories, essays, and
anthologies. Well considered as an editor, historian.
6
Denise Page, The Harlem Renaissance Generation,
p. 220.
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scholar, and critic, he also collected and edited a variety
of works, researched and produced various histories, and
contributed greatly to literary criticism.
Among his most noteworthy compositions must be listed
his three novels, God Sends Sunday (1931), Black Thunder
(1936), and Drums at Dusk (1939); the play, St. Louis Woman
(1946), (with Countee Cullen); such juvenile literature as
You Can't Pet A Possum (1934), Popo and Fifian: Children
of 'Haiti (1932) (with Langston Hughes), We Have Tomorrow
(1945), The Fast Sooner Hound (1942), (with Jack Conroy) and
George Washington Carver (1950); and the anthologies.
Golden Slippers (1941), Poetry of the Negro (1949), (with
Langston Hughes), and Book of Negro Folklore (1958) (with
Langston Hughes).
Other Bontemps books include Story of the Negro (1948
and 1956, runner-up for the Newberry Award and winner of the
1956 Jane Addams Award), Any Place But Here (1966, James
L. Dow Award recipient), Frederick Douglass: Slave, Fighter,
and Freeman (1958), 100 Years of Negro Freedom (1963), and
Great Slave Narratives (1969). Additionally, he produced one
volxime of poetry entitled Personals, and a collection of many
of his published and unpublished short stories. The Old South:
"A Summer Tragedy" and Other Stories of the Thirties, published
in 1964 and 1973, respectively- He also collaborated with
7
such notables as Jack Conroy, Langston Hughes, and W. C.
Handy, some volumes of which have been mentioned earlier in
this section, as well as in the authorship of various book
chapters, introductory notes, forewords, articles, and
editorships.
However, Ama Bontemps did not confine his talents
to literary productivity. During the course of his lifetime,
he served in ntimerous capacities, enriching the lives of
those with whom he came in contact. Allen T. Klots, Jr.,
an editor at Dodd, Mead Publishers who had worked closely
with the author in connection with the publication of
several of his books, said of him:
There was something eternally youthful about Arna,
and the measure of his inspiration to young
students is incalculable, whether through his
writing and editing or through his many services
as a wise teacher and scholar in such rewarding
roles as librarian of Fisk University,ddirector
of the Afro-American Program at Yale, curator of
' the Beinecke Library's James Weldon Johnson
Collection, or visiting professor at the University
of Chicago.'
These accomplishments, coupled with his role as
husband, father, grandfather, member of the Metropolitan
Nashville Board of Education, and Fisk University Professor
Emeritus, fully exemplify the scope, vitality, and versatil¬
ity of the Bontemps lifestyle. After an absence of
7
Allen T. Klots, Jr., spoken at the Memorial Service
for Arna Bontemps, Christ Chapel, Riverside Church, New York,
June 20, 1973, in Arna Bontemps: Remembered (Nashville:
University Publication, Fisk University, June, 1973); pages
unnvimbered.
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several years, he also returned to Fisk in 1972 as Writer-
In-Residence, taking a campus office from which he
continued the practice of his craft and availed himself
to students and prospective young writers, offering wise
8
counsel and much needed assistance. In conjunction with
the Fisk University English Department, he spent the remain¬
ing years of his life conducting a Writer's Workshop class
each semester on the Nashville campus, which was open
to interested students at Fisk, Vanderbilt, Peabody, and
other city-based institutions of higher learning.
At the time of his death, Mr. Bontemps was engrossed
in the writing of a biography of his friend and colleague,
Langston Hughes, and the preparation of his own autobio¬
graphy entitled A Man's Name. The Old South, his single
short story collection, was published posthumously in
9
1973.
As a student at Fisk University in the spring of
1973, I was among those students fortunate enough to be
enrolled in Mr. Bontemps' final Writer's Workshop. During
this association, I developed an intense admiration and
appreciation of both the man and his genius. Each class
period was pervaded with his vivid reflections, memories.
8




insights, and expansive knowledge about such topics as
the days of the Harlem Renaissance, his associations,
experiences, and acquaintances with other distinguished
men and women of letters throughout his career, and
helpful hints and directions concerning publishing pro¬
cedures and literary mechanisms. Drawing upon his vast
range and store of astute knowledge and wisdom, Mr.
Bontemps filled the semester with patience, compassion,
interest, enthusiasm, and encouragement, all of which
produced a stimulating and informative atmosphere. No
question was too small, no student unimportant for one
of the last survivors of the Harlem Renaissance.
I bring to this study my keen interest in and
respect for Arna Wendell Bontemps, the man and his craft,
and my desire is to explore the boundaries and domains of
his creativity. Due to the vastness of his literary
achievements, I have chosen to limit my exploration to
those among his works which would be classified as imagina¬
tive fiction, in hope of adequately reflecting and high¬
lighting the li-terary scholarship which has been devoted
to these compositions, along with personal observations
and interpretations.
My methodology, will include chapters, devoted to his
three novels, God Sends Sunday, Black Thunder, and Drums at Dusk
10
the collection of his short stories. The Old South, appen¬
dices on his ntmerous volumes of juvenile literature, and
a chronology of the more significant background aspects of
his life and career, and in conclusion, a chapter which is
designed to discuss and evaluate the literary.achievement
of Arna Bontemps. Those works which have been selected for
explication will be examined in terms of their structure,
thematic elements, characterizations, diction, and verisimi¬
litude.
In approaching the preparation and completion of this
thesis, I would like to dedicate this work to my family,
who, through the years, have provided the love, faith, and
much appreciated support which has enabled me to persevere
in this and other endeavors, and to the memory of
Mrs. Margaret D. Lockamy, neighbor and friend, whose inspir¬
ing zest for life and living and special interest and
encouragement have been instrumental in inspiriting many of
my own goals and personal development. Special thanks are
also extended to Dr. Richard A. Long, thesis advisor, for
his direction, guidance, and patience during this project;
to Dr. Leslie M. Collins, Professor of English, Fisk
University, for the granting of an informative and helpful
11
November 5, 1976 interview; and to Mrs. Lucy C. Grigsby,
Chairman, Department of English, Atlanta University, for
assistance, counsel, and aid during my tenure at the
University.
CHAPTER I
THE NOVELISTIC ACTIVITY OF ARNA WENDELL BONTEMPS
During the era referred to as the Harlem Renaissance,
the participation of the Afro-American in the arts repre¬
sented a wide range of creative contributions. The basic
tenor of the period was directed towards race consciousness
and the resurrection and enunication of the more primitive
aspects of Black American life. The materials selected for
treatment primarily consisted of that subject matter which
best portrayed the problems and concerns of the Negro, as
he attempted to bask in the sunlight afforded by the calm
and serenity of a prosperous and jubilant post-war nation.
In these respects, the fiction of the Renaissance was
no exception. Though much of the early literary producti¬
vity was devoted principally to poetry, white and black
waiters alike capitalized upon and exploited the vast
interest, attention and curiosity given to this new trend
in American letters. The "new Negro" was the existing fad
in the twenties,' and white patronage and intellectual
acceptance were both desirable and available.
Thus, the short stories and novels of the early
portion of the Renaissance seemed reflective of the dialect
and lifestyle of the experiences of Blacks predominately
12
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though sometimes transcending the boundaries of explicit
racial concern to embrace some dimension of universality.
This latter observation is especially true in regard to that
literature produced during the late 1920's, and is even
more readily apparent in the Depression Era, ^hich immediately
followed and nearly aborted the great Harlem boom.
One aspect of Negro life and culture which received
a great deal of fanfare and attention during the Renaissance
was that of the sensuous pleasure and cabaret atmosphere
and attitude of the American Negro. To these subjects, a
great deal of the body of writing produced during the
Harlem Vogue was devoted, with Black and White writers
utilizing this theme as a major component of their literary
productivity. The 1926 appearance of Carl Van Vechten's
Nigger Heaven created quite a stir in American letters, and
many blacks rushed into the fray both to deplore and to
imitate the style and presentation of this patron of the
arts. Those who followed in his tradition were often
dubbed as members of the "Van Vechten School," their
approach and format directly stimulated by the "Van
10
Vechten Vogue."
The actual decline of the Renaissance can be attrib¬
uted to many factors, some of which are both independent of
10
Hugh M. Gloster, Negro Voices in American Fiction
(Chapel Hill: University Of North Carolina Press, 1948),
p. 117.
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and dependent upon the crisis of the 1929 American Stock
Market Crash, which ushered in the period known as the
Depression, and ended the affluence and carefree attitude
of the post-war nation and almost completely succeeded in
aborting the Harlem era. Speaking to this point, Hugh M.
Gloster indicates:
The Harlem awakening was...foreordained to a short
life for several reasons. First, the support of
the Negro reading public was not strong enough to
sustain the movement through the depression after
, the withdrawal of white patronage beginning about
1929. Second, to a great extent the Renascence
spirit manifested itself in ways not conducive to
the cultivation of art having universal appeal and
permanent value. And, lastly, the portrayal of
Harlem in most of the novels of the period was
produced in answer to faddistic demands and hence
was doomed in neglect after the passing of the
Negro Vogue. The great failure of the Renascence,
therefore, was to make a fetish of the cabaret an^]_
not to produce consummate studies of Harlem life.
Further illustrating this point, he quotes Sterling Brown:
Focusing upon carefree abandon, the Harlem school,
like the plantation tradition, neglected the ser¬
vitude. Except for brief glimpses, the drama of
the workday life, the struggles, the conflicts,
are missing. And such definite features of Harlem
life as the line of the unemployed, the overcrowded
schools, the delinquent children headed straight
to petty crime, the surly resentment all these
seeds that bore such




Sterling Brown, The Negro in American Fiction
(Washington: The Associates in Negro Folk Education, 1937),
p, 149, quoted in Negro Voices in American Fiction, p, 195,
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Thus, the Depression and October 1929 Stock Market
Crash brought into play changing prospectives in American
thought, a reassessment of values, and a massive death notice
to much of the congeniality of the Harlem years. The deso¬
lation of America's rapid decline and miserably economic
instability brought the nation to her knees, filtering
steadily into every aspect of American life. Blacks, as
well as whites, in all circles felt the crunch, though it
is recognizable that Blacks_, constituting the lowest national
echelon in terms of class, caste, and emplo3rment opportuni¬
ties, received the most shattering blows dealt to any seg¬
ment of the country's population, greatly angering and dis¬
illusioning the masses.
The Golden Age of the Renaissance ended on this note,
with many Black artists fleeing and vanishing entirely from
the Harlem scene and literary world. Others, however, re¬
mained during the Depression, seeking other employment as
a means of enacting economic recovery while attempting to
continue the practice of their craft. With white patronage
rapidly disappearing, this was a vital move to keep afloat
in the most seering of all situations, the movement which
had propelled them and the Negro into national prominence.
Among those who remained was young and talented Arna
Bontemps, who had spent the vigorous years of the Renais¬
sance engrossed in the writing of a great deal of poetry.
16
While teaching at a small New York school to support his
family, Bontemps turned his attention to fiction writing,
producing his first novel, God Sends Sunday, in 1931, two
years after the Great Crash, and the downward climb of the
Renaissance. Later, he would write two other novels which
13
have been termed historical, fiction, Black Thunder (1936)
and Drums at Dusk (1939) .
Of his fiction, Robert A Bone says:
Arna Bontemps is a transitional figure whose novels
bear the mark both of the Negro Renaissance and of
the depression years which follow.
Bone further qualifies this statement with the remark that
"...God Sends Sunday...", due to its subject, setting, and
thematic emphasis, "...is an unadulterated product of the
Negro Renaissance...", while, he comments, because they
are based upon a great deal of factual information and
actual accounts of slave uprisings, at home and abroad, the
historical works of the author "...reflect the mood of the
Depression era..." in their stressing of the Negro past
15
"...was emotionally appealing in the rebellious thirties."
God Sends Sunday was among those novels which were
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Nigger Heaven and the cabaret vogue of the Renaissance,
With its emphasis upon gambling, fast living, prostitutes,
and "loose’* or amoral women, sensuality, materialism, and the
rapid pace of the racetrack environment, God Sends Sunday
does indeed display some striking similarities ^nd departures
from its forerunner.
Much of the thematic matter of the novel undoubtably
depicts the popular notions romanticized by Nigger Heaven
about Black life in the twenties. The action of the story,
however, unlike many of its Van Vechten Vogue contemporaries,
transcends the limitations of Harlem, taking place, instead,
in such areas of the continental United States as San Antonio,
St. Louis, New Orleans, Louisville, Mobile, rural California,
17
and eventually concluding with desperate flight to Mexico.
Another notable differentiation utilized in the construction
of God Sends Sunday was the time frame which Bontemps adopted
for the novel. Rather than the boisterous and frolicking
twenties, he chose the period around the turn of the century,
the 1890's, as the point from which to launch the develop¬
ment of his characters and saga.
In terms of characterization, the author selected in¬
dividuals who are conglomerations of the many complex at¬






characters of God Sends Sunday do not reflect the more
sophisticated members of the Black bourgeoise, but are drawn
from the lower classes, embodying their hopes, dreams, aspir¬
ations, and lifestyle, as Nick Aaron Ford's The Contemporary
Negro Novel attempts to establish:
Most of the novels treat lower class Negro life
almost exclusively. Black No More ( by George
Schuyler) and God Sends Sunday treat it
exclusively.
Ford also uses as the prequisite to this statement the follow¬
ing qualification:
Negro life is not all the same. The upper class Negro
is as far removed in certain elements of his life
from the lower class Negro as one distinct race is
removed from another. They have different ideas,
different social life, and different outlooks upon
the world.
This latter statement can be best exemplified in the
context of the controversy which erupted in regard to the
appearance of God Sends Sunday, Black No More, Nigger Heaven
atid other novels which stressed and highlighted the primi¬
tivism of the lower classes. The Black intelligensia and
other members of the middle class were openly and vocally
outraged by what they felt -to be the indiscretion of those
artists who used their creative talents to expose and ex¬
ploit the more rustic and less sophisticated elements of
18
Nick Aaron Ford, "nie Contemporary Negro Novel (New
York: Meador, 1936; reprinted., College Park, Md,: ^McGrath




the folk masses. Heated arguments and discussions developed
upon this point, with condemnations yielding utter defiance
in most cases. While the bourgeoisie contended that the
best method of refuting established stereotypes about Black
life was to focus upon the more socially and -intellectually
acceptable middle class, the majority of the young Black
writers of the Renaissance continued to promote their inter¬
pretation of Black pride and identification, becoming less
and less concerned with the approval or disapproval of
20
dissenting Blacks, as well as the opinions of White America.
By the 1931 appearance of God Sends Sunday, this
dispute, which had blossomed as early as 1926, if not earlier,
was still a matter of perplexing concern within the circle
of the Black literati and leadership segment of the race,
though the effects of the Depression had directed the
attention of Negroes and Americans, in general, steadily in
other more pressing directions. Thus, even as the curtain
of the cabaret slowly descended upon its chief proponents,
the novel, while reviewed and discussed, was received with
mixed emotions .and often underated, an assertion best
substantiated by an examination of the spectrum of critical
reviews received by this Bontemps work.
20
Richard Barksdale and Keneth Kinnamon, eds., Black
Writers of America: A Comprehensive Anthology (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1972), pp^475-76.
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Of God Sends Sunday, W.E.B, Dubois said;
Arna Bontempts' first venture in fiction is to me
a profound disappointment. It is of the school
of "Nigger Heaven” and "Home to Harlem" (by-
Claude McKay) ...There is not a decent intelligent
woman; not a single man with the slightest
ambition or real education, scarcely more than
one human child in the whole book.,.^^.
On the other hand, Sterling A. Brown commented on the
novel:
God Sends Sunday is a good first novel.,.The merits
of the book are those of folk ballads.,. The prose
is sensitive and balanced. The dialect almost
everywhere rings true, and is at times inspired.
The folk humor is good... Mr. Bontemps thus
introduces to the fiction of Negro life a new
character, and a new milieu both colorful, and
both authentic parts needed to fill out the saga
of Negro life...^^
From other critics, Bontemps drew the following
responses:
Mr. Bontemps is a poet, and it is with a poet's
hand that he molds his first novel...One cannot
read this book without realizing that Ama
Bontemps has taken his place ag^one of the
important writers of his race.
21
W.E.B. Dubois, review of God Sends Sunday, by Arna
Bontemps, in The Crisis, XSiVIII, September, l93l, p. 304.
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Sterling A. Brown, review of God Sends Sunday, by
Arna Bontemps, in Opportunity, IX, June, l53l, p. 188.
23
G. B. Bennett, review of God Sends Sunday, by Arna
Bontemps, in Books, March 22, 1931, p. 16, quoted in Book
Review Digest" 1931, p. 107.
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and
Mr, Bontemps deserves to be encouraged, for although
this first book is less narrative than descriptive
and has no great significance, it is presented with
a becoming modesty and bears considerable promise,
especially in its authentic rendering of negro lan¬
guage and emotion, ^
However, some white critics were not as receptive to
God Sends Sunday as those mentioned above, as is illustrated
by Robert A. Bone, author of the earlier cited The Negro
Novel in America, whose discussion of the fiction of Arna
Bontemps gives a less generous appraisal of the novel in
25
question. Bone's treatment of God Sends Sunday both
angered and disturbed his former teacher and friend, Sterling
A. Brown, causing him to respond thusly in his essay, "Arna
Bontemps: Co-Worker, Comrade:"
"God Sends Sunday," he writes, "is an unadulterated
product of the Renaissance." This is an unadul¬
terated lie...God Sends Sunday is a far remove from
Nigger Heaven, from Home to Harlem, from Langston's
cabaret poems, from Bud Fisher's yarns, and from
Countee's escapism. I would like to urge my ex- 26
student to read more books and stop pontificating.
24
Review-of God Sends Sunday, by Arna Bontemps, in
Boston Transcript, April 8, 1931, p. 2, quoted in Book




Sterling A. Brown, "Arna Bontemps: Co-Worker,
Comrade," Black World (.September, 1973)^
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As the brief synopsis of God Sends Sunday, found in
the 1931 volxame of Book Review Digest, readily indicates,
the novel is indeed "the story of the rise of Little Augie,
a tiny Negro jockey, who won notoriety for his luck during
*
the nineties, and of how he lost his luck and became a
27
penniless wanderer," but, analytically speaking and all
criticisms withstanding, this first novel by Bontemps ex¬
plores a dimension of Black folk life which had been often
avoided and ignored. In portraying the high life, glamour,
and primitivism of the lower classes, the author trod upon
literary ground which was fresh and awaiting cultivation
in the form of artistic creativity. Yet, as Gwendolyn
Brooks and other critics have noted, there is no attempt
to propagandize or elicit shame or pity within the book,
thus removing any appearance of an expose of racial con¬
flict or the dehumanizing effects of Black second-class
citizenship in America, a factor which lends an admirable
28
degree of universal appeal to the novel.
The diction of God Sends Sunday is simple, as is the
lexicon employed in its creation. These features, if
taken as first-glance observations, may be deceptive,
giving the impression that Bontemps primarily intended the
27




story of Little Augie as juvenile literature. But this mis¬
conception is easily dispelled as one progresses into the
subject matter of the book, with its emphasis upon gambling,
the world of jockeys, prostitutes. Black-White sexual
relationships, drinking, and unmitigated violence.
In his use of dialect, Bontemps is most realistic,
though structurally, he often stretches the bounds of the
imaginable in his dependence upon cliches, idioms, and
choice of incidents. However, through the mechanism of
highly descriptive narrative style, he is more than able
to maintain a sufficient note of verisimilitude throughout
the text. The matter of fact simplicity and tasteful and
interesting approach to the subject matter of the novel
are largely responsible for its readability and entertain¬
ment value.
In his creation of the character. Little Augie,
Bontemps selected a hero who embodies and represents lower
class aspirations and ideals. On this point, Nick Aaron
Ford comments:
In many respects Augie's life is an example of the
philosophy of the lower class Negro. Today is
everything; tomorrow means nothing. Saving for a
"rainy day" is not his program. He may ride
the financial waves today with great pomp and
glory, but tomorrow he may be submerged in the




And literally, this is the portrayal which the author chose
for the saga of his flambouyant Negro jockey.
Born on the Red River Plantation, Augie spent most of
his childhood as a small and insignificant youngster in the
Mississippi Valley. Due to his fraility, he was unable to
do much hard labor or to participate in the games and
activities of his peers. However, Augie was superstitious,
and he believed that he was destined to become both rich
apd famous, because he had been born with a caul or veil
over his eyes. Another factor which contributed to this
belief was the mysterious sighting of a lantern, which he
observed during his youth and interpreted as a sure "sign"
of his luck.
Augie's curiosity and restlessness eventually took
him to New Orleans, where he was befriended by Bad-foot,
a groom employed by Horace Church-Woodbine, better known
as Mr. Woody, a prosperous white horseman and member of
the local aristocracy. Combining his riding ability
acquired at Red River and his musical skills, the tiny
man soon won the favor of his new employer and entered the
world of professional horse racing with a flourish.
From his newly acquired status, Augie received much
fame, fortune and personal exhilaration. He was im¬
mediately transformed from a shy and retiring personality
to a boisterous drinker, gambler, and man about town. Known
25
for his good fortune, he also attracted women and men alike
as companions, commanding respect and adoration from all
those with whom he came in contact.
Though travelling on the racing circuit kept him
well occupied, Augie developed a desire for a lovely
mulatto woman named Florence Dessau, whose favor he
attempted to win, and who proved to be a great disappoint¬
ment to him. The major obstacle which Augie found to over¬
come was the fact that this beauty was the mistress of his
own employer.
Crestfallen, Augie sought the company and companion¬
ship of Della Green, a young harlot of St, Louis, as a
means of compensating for his inability to achieve his
aims with Florence, but this served only to pacify him for
a short time. However, during his interlude with Della,
Augie, in a fit of jealousy, became involved in the murder
of his arch rival. Biglow Brown.
Eventually, he returned to New Orleans and claimed
Florence for his own, since she had fallen from the patron¬
age of Mr. Woody due to social pressure. But, as his luck
began to change and he sank into the depths of poverty,
this paramour soon deserted him, taking most of his
tailored clothing and s3nnbols of affluence with her.
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Heartbroken, Augie hitch-hiked to California, where
he hoped to locate his sister, Leah, who had reared him,
and to make a fresh start. Older and shabbily attired,
Augie was barely a shadow of his former self when he arrived
on the West Coast. Totally poverty-striken, -he emerses
himself in menial farm labor, preoccupied with the splendor
of his past, chasing young girls, and drinking heavily.
This California environment lent a great deal of
stability and permanence to Augie's meager existence, but
his misfortune had also accompanied him to this harbor of
tranquility, A bird seeks refuge within the confines of
Leah's house, an omen of ill will, which foretells the
demise of the hero. As though driven by some predestined
plan, the emaciated man allows himself to enter into a fray
with a local Casanova, which results in the wounding and
possible death of his opponent, driving Augie to return to
his travels, with the novel closing with his sorrowful and
pathetic flight to Mexico.
In his portrait of Little Augie, Bontemps may have
unconsciously intended to embody his protagonist with
various psychological tendencies, which conceiveably could
be interpreted as bordering upon a rather loose interpre¬
tation of the psychoanalytical philosophies of Sigmund
Freud, Alfred Adler, and Carl Jung, These theorists main¬
tained that there is an outstanding relationship between
27
the subconscious and unconscious mind and the motivation
of the actions of the individual. Equally as well, it was
their belief that the past life of this individual con-
30
tributed substantially to his development. This is not
to suggest that Mr. Bontemps intended to create a psycho¬
logical novel, or that Little Augie, as portrayed, suffers
from any specific degree of neurosis or psychosis, but
rather that many of his actions reflect components of his
personality, which serve to indicate or foreshadow his
eventual predicament and doom.
Among the psychological overtones found in this
characterization must be included Augie’s exaggerated
impression of his own self-importance, possibly a result of
his massive inferiority complex, which stemmed from his
size and frailty, his quick temperedness and use of physical
abuse as a means of expressing affection and intimacy towards
the opposite sex, and his affinity for women, in general,
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and fascination with "tall yellow girls." Other equally
notable characteristics include Augie’s jealousy, excessive
drinking and gambling, materialism, attraction to prostitutes,
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and obession with past glories and things larger than he.
Another contributing element to Augie's debacle is
surely his general relationships with women in the novel.
Much of the hero's outward show and pageantry is motivated
by his desire to impress and win the women of-his desires,
all of whom, without exception, are morally corrupt and/or
prostitutes. The only positive female character in God
Sends Sunday is Leah, the sister who reared Little Augie
and even her conception of morality is questionable, since
Bontemps does not an5nA7here mention the means by which she
has acquired the vast horde of children which she has
mothered, or in any way allude to the presence of a father
in Leah's home.
It is through his associations with these women that
Augie commits his most violent acts. Della Green precip¬
itates his murder of Biglow Brown, and Beulah Clow, the
young California girl whom Augie attempts to woo and who
apparently commits adultery with the husband of one of her
family's workers, is indirectly responsible for the knifing
of Lissus. This last incident is resolved in the character's
flight from California and cowardly retreat from the pensive
stalking of his opponent's wife, Tisha.
It can be attributed to Florence Dessau that she inspired
Augie to reach 'for the stars, for she becomes the symbol of
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achievement of a coveted station in life. For the hero,
satisfaction is impossible without this temptress at his
side. Fame and fortune are not enough. Wherever he goes,
he seeks out those women who remind him of Florence, or
whom he hopes will serve as ample substitutes for her,
giving each only that part of him which he has not re¬
served for the expression of his true feelings for this
New Orleans enchantress. When he finally achieves his goal
through the acquisition of her favor, she proves to be
neither loyal to nor truly enamoured with Little Augie.
Her interest in the material world will not allow her to
align herself with him any longer than he maintains his
luck. When she departs, she claims for her trouble his
most valued possessions, with little regard for the fate
of the hero. Within the depths of the characterization of
Florence, there is also some basic embodiment of Augie's
concept of his manhood, and with her departure, Florence is
instrumental in shattering or weakening this last vestige
of the protagonist, as well.
God Sends Sunday concludes with a befitting testi¬
mony to the lack-luster state of affairs into which Augie
has descended. As the tiny character is whisked down a
California highway in the back of a truck, en route to
Tia Juana, the final paragraph descriptively eulogizes:
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The night air whizzed about his head. Trees and
houses and hills were flying past him like leaves
in a hurricane. A little democrat wagon went by
like a mere pasteboard toy. A strangely familiar
feeling of exhilaration came to Augie, an illusion
that came with speed. When had he felt that
thrill before? He recalled Mr. Woody and his fast
horses. It had been a good many years. So many
indeed that Augie could not remember.^’
As well as presenting a variety of political, social
and political changes in all phases and prospectives of
American life, the turbulence of the Depression Era yielded
ntimerous literary implications. The literati and intelli-
gensia of the nation readily capitalized upon the instabil¬
ity and sordid conditions of Depression America as an
opportunity to focus their attention upon the perplexing
plight of the disadvantaged and exploited masses, a segment
of the general populace of which Blacks, minorities, and the
working classes comprised a major portion. Thus, this up-
surgence of universal concern for the historically under¬
privileged stripped America of much of the color-line
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division which had plagued her shores since her discovery.
The Harlem Renaissance Movement, being no exception
in this respect, was also drastically affected by this
period of national instability and reassessment. As America
32
God Sends Sunday, p. 199.
33
Gloster, p. 196, 208.
31
began to attack the cavernous social and economic ills
which beset her people, the situation of the Afro-American
reached full scale importance and priority in the conscious¬
ness of the leadership of the race. This concern mani¬
fested itself in feelings and expressions of indignation,
resentment, and disillusionment. To these reactions,
writers responded with essays and other literary works
which reflected racial pride, assessment of their predica¬
ment, and interest and intent to expedite the uplifting
of the status of all people in general, and Blacks
34
specifically.
The literature of the Renaissance twenties had
sufficiently illustrated its commitment to Negro life and
culture, but the Depression was destined to add a new
dimension to this aspect of creative productivity. As a
neglected segment of American and world history, the rich
stores of African and Afro-American contributions to the
development of the world and the nation yielded themselves
to research and regard among scholars of both races. The
writers of the Renaissance had succeeded in opening doors
which had been virtually closed to creative artists of
color. As the defiant attitude and brilliance of the




necessary to find new sources of intellectual and literary
stimulation upon which to capitalize, if the gains and
progressions of the Renaissance were not to be fully re¬
linquished. Thus, the literati and intelligensia turned
their attentions to those sources and materials which
emhodied what Robert Bone, describes as "aspects of the
35
racial past," as well as producing works which reflected
36
proletarian and liberal concerns.
The Depression, which had beset the nation in 1929,
ended in 1933. The period which immediately followed,
commonly known as the Post-Depression Era, was one of much
social, political, administrative, and economic recouperation
The Federal government played a major role in speeding
America down the road of recovery, with many federally
funded programs and agencies designed to issue aid and
direction in the arena of necessary and vital reform.
One development of the Depression and Post-Depression
Era was the emergence of the Federal Writers' Project, whose
principle function was to provide exposure, work, and
support for displaced writers who had found themselves un¬
employed and artistically disadvantaged due to the
Depression. Capitalizing upon the opportunity afforded by
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the various branches of this agency, black as well as white
writers sought and found temporary sanctuary in this
federal agency. Sterling A. Brown served as Negro Editor,
an opportunity which greatly assured Black participation
in the numerous activities of the project. 7!hrough this
medivun. The Renaissance, though considerably diminished in
stature, was partially able to weather the storm of the
37
desolate thirties.
, Arna Bontemps, as one of those writers of the
Renaissance who chose to remain in New York during the
early stages of the Depression, was also among those
forced to seek another means of support for the needs of
his growing family. As a means of subsidizing his income,
he elected to take a teaching position at a local school
in order to remain in the Harlem environment. God Sends
Sunday, which was later to be dramatized as St. Louis
Woman in 1946, in collaboration with the creative talents
38
of Countee Cullen, was produced during his tenure in
New York, but shortly thereafter, the writer accepted
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family southward, as the author indicates in the 1968
’’Introduction" to Black Thunder, his second novel, first
published in 1936:
The jobs which we had counted on to keep us alive
and writing in New York vanished,,,Not knowing
where else to turn, I wandered into northern
Alabama, on the promise of empio3rment as a 39
teacher, and hopefully to wait out the bad times.,.
Other Renaissance notables had also sought refuge in
the south, many of them at the various Black colleges and
universities which were situated predominantly in this
region, and would later prove instrumental in Bontemps’
literary efforts. Upon this fact, he comments:
I was, frankly, running scared when an opportunity
came for me to visit Fisk University in Nashville,
Tennessee... get a brief release from tension,
perhaps, and call on three old friends from the
untroubled years of the Harlem Renaissance: James
Weldon Johnson, Charles S. Johnson, and Arthur
Schomburg. All, in a sense could have been considered
as refugees living in exile... where they might not
only stay alive but, conceivably, keep alive a
flicker of the impulse they had detected and helped
to encourage in the black awakening in Renaissance
Harlem.
During the above mentioned interlude at Fisk, he ex¬
plored the library and found records of various aspects of
Negro history and life, which would unknowingly create
some drastic changes and reassessments in his own life:
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Discovering in the Fisk Library a larger collection
of slave narratives than I knew existed, I began
to read almost frantically, In the gloom of the
darkening Depression settling all around us, I
began to ponder the stricken slaveys will to
freedom. Three historic efforts at self-emanci¬
pation caught my attention and promptly shattered
my peace of mind. I knew instantly that one of
them would be the subject of my next novel,
The three narratives to which Mr, Bontemps alludes
were the records of the aborted Denmark Vessey slave
insurrection, Nat Turner’s Confession, and the account of
the Gabriel Prosser rebellion of 180Q, Dismissing the
first two, he turned his full attention to the Prosser
episode:
Gabriel's attempt seemed to reflect more accurately
for me what I felt then and feel now might have
such boldness and
Thus, the imprint of the seed which was to yield
Black Thunder was impressed upon the mind of its creator.
But the writing of this second novel was not to be free of
■ difficulties.
Situated in a small southern town, Bontemps was sub¬
jected to the conditions of the region, in particular the






and infamous Scottsboro situation, which put all Negroes
under the close scrutiny and suspicion of their white
neighbors. During this period, Bontemps had many out-of-
town guests, some of whom arrived with the expressed intent
of becoming involved in the protest surrounding this mis¬
carriage of justice. The continued research of Mr. Bontemps
on the Prosser insurrection, which drew a great deal of
mail and books to his Alabama residence and attracted the
interest of the locals, and the contents of his personal
library, which contained many works by Black writers of the
Harlem vintage, were also elements which did not serve to
endear him to his locale or his employer. In need of a
harbor from these and other pressures, he elected to re-
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turn to California to complete his novel in 1935.
In 1936, Black Thunder was accepted for publication
by The Macmillan Company, and Bontemps received an "...
advance against royalties..." which "...was enough to pay
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our way to Chicago", where Mr. Bontemps would pursue
post-graduate work in the field of Library Service at the








staff of the Illinois Federal Writers' Project. On the
first appearance of his novel, he commented:
Black Thunder, when published later that year, earned
no more than its advance. As discouraging as this
was, I was not permitted to think of it as a total
loss. The reviews were more than kind,..But the
theme of self-assertion by black men whose endurance
was strained to the breaking point was not one that
readers of fiction were prepared to contemplate
at that time.^°
And indeed, Black Thunder was well received and gained
favorable critical attention, as well as praise, from
various sectors of the literati and general intellegensia.
In 1936, Pauline A. Young wrote for the Journal of Negro
History:
This is an interesting work, an awaited book. Mr.
Bontemps... gives us in this, his second novel, a
gripping historical tale...His evocation of scene
enables the reader to get away from his own life
experience and knowledge and to think in terms of
this earlier period. An author can ask no more,
a reader can expect much less.^'
In Opportunity, Sterling A. Brown commended:
Black Thunder is a poet's novel...His choice of
subject is as wise as his treatment is skillful.
Black Thunder stresses symbolic, imaginative
glimpses poetic realism rather than docu¬
mentation. . . this is elegiag music... Black Thunder
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From white reviewers, the novel received the following
praises:
A well written novel...The sketch of the life and
times that/forms the background is also well done
and vivid.
If one were looking for a sort of prose spirtual on
the Negroes themselves... in this story, one could
not find it more movingly sung.^^
(The author) has brought alive the Richmond of
that month of terror, brought it alive to move
convincingly and swiftly in the pages of a fiction
, which is a good deal truer than most history as
historians used to write itj-before fictionists
began to write it for them.^-^
The result of three years of intensive research.
Black Thunder, a fictionalized account of the Gabriel
Prosser slave insurrection of 1800, possesses vivid realism,
effective use of dialect and local color, noteworthy
verisimilitude,and historical credibility all of which
are vital ingredients in the creation of excellent his¬
torical fiction. The dramatis personae of the novel are
also well-selected and realistically portrayed. Based on
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actual records and eye-witness testimonies of this episode
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in history, Black Thunder also reflects the maturation
and perfection of craft V7hich the novelist-historian brings
to this second attempt at lengthy prose fiction.
The diction and lexicon of the novel are designed
to give an objective, dispassionate, and matter-of-fact
presentation to the selected material. Bontemps relied
heavily upon an episodic structure to introduce his
chracters and to develop their significance within the
plot of the story. While resembling God Sends Sunday in
its emphasis upon psychological aspects of the individual
personalities and their effects upon the incidents of
the novel, the characterization of Black Thunder is far
more complex and creative than that of its predecessor.
Bontemps employs devices which are both multi-dimensional
and reflective of his genius. Upon such points, Robert
Bone says in his assessment of this novel;
The narrative technique, which conveys the action
by a progressive treatment of the participants,
is reminiscient of the novels of Dos Passos. The
plot is developed in fragments, through short
chapters which open with the name of the character
under consideration. From this constant shift in
point of view, the reader must piece together the
full panorama...Bontemps uses it (the technique)







Specifically referring to characterization, he further
allows:
The characterization of Black Thunder is condensed
but well rounded. The major figures emerge...as
credible individuals with their own motives, who
have been swept momemtarily onto the stage of
history by the force of events,54
Dr. Bone also comments upon the rich use of imagery and
symbolism utilized by the author in his creation of
Black Thunder :
Through the use of s3nnbols, Bontemps achieves both
economy and scope, Bundy's whipping, for example,
does duty for all injustice of master to slave,
making it unnecessary to belabor the point, The
novel begins and ends with Old Ben, as if to
suggest that the "contented" slave provides a
continuity of which Gabriel's uprising is a
violation...A slave insurrection,,.has sexual over¬
tones; it is above all an assertion of manhood.55
One of the literary techniques successfully used by
Bontemps here is also that of flashback. Employing the
paraphrasing of an excerpt from the court records of the
State of Virginia, the first paragraph of the novel pre¬
sents a brief and partial condensation of the events
which the author will further outline, as Roger Whitlow






...Black Thunder...opens with a statement, detached
and journalistic, yet descriptive of seething
social unrest...Bontemps then moves back in time to
establish the conditions that spawned the plans for
the revolt...
In so doing, Mr. Bontemps sets the stage for the development
of his characters and the revelation of the* details which
surrounded this heroic but aborted attempt for freedom,
with time and timing as crucial elements of the story.
Conceivably, many of the major characters s3nnbolize
some stock characterizations which Bontemps seeks to
establish within the framework of this period in history.
Ben, who betrays the plot, can easily represent the role
of the placated Black slave in the continuation of the
plantation system. In his satisfaction with his way of
life and expressed S3rmpathy with his master and other
whites of Richmond, he illustrates an acceptance of
slavery and the "divine right" of the slave-holder which
is instrumental in his decision to expose the other
members of the insurrection and the very design of the
plot itself.
Another.aspect of the characterization of Ben which
serves a vital purpose within Black Thunder is that of the
display of the accepted caste system which exists among
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the slaves themselves. As a mulatto "house nigger," Ben
believes himself to be superior in station and treatment to
the lowly "field" niggers of the Sheppard Plantation, thus
making his involvement in the plot an act contrary to his
better judgment. He enjoys the trust and accolades afforded
him by his masters, and feels that he is too old and settled
to become a party to any ideas which may jeopardize his
station or position. He is skeptical in his acceptance
of Gabriel as a leader and motivated to do so only by his
superstitious belief in the haunting power of a dead man's
wish. That he should be a traitor to the plot is inevit¬
able, for he is a man of conflicting loyalties and warring
emotions. The insurrection serves the two-fold purpose
of symbolizing the end to the social and economic strati¬
fication Ben represents, as well as to reverse the
oppressive hold of the master upon his slave; that it is
aborted dramatizes the perpetuation of both spheres,
signaling the momentary triumph of the plantation system
over those it seeks to exploit.
In Juba', the reader finds the embodiment of the
strong-willed and sensuous black woman who will not
abandon her man, even in the most dire of circumstances.
She is openly supportive of Gabriel and all that he es¬
pouses. Upon her shoulders and within her loins rests
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the future of the race. She is fearless, defiant, loyal,
and loving. The seeds which Gabriel has sown within her
mind are irreversible, as she displays her strength and
endurance in the face of the seering whip of the master.
As the only major female character in the novel, she
captivates the spirit and imagination of the rebellion.
Unlike many of the other characters, she is one of the
few whose love for freedom cannot be quelled by the
failure of the plot to seek retribution for the offenses
of her oppressors. She gives her all to Gabriel and
his ideals, and she has no regrets.
Mingo, as a free artisan, upholds the belief that
none are truly free until all are free, as he laments
the predicament of his wife and family who are still
captives of the institution of slavery as the novel opens.
Through his influence, the illiterate slaves are exposed
to the religious implications and interpretations of
their desire for freedom. In his analysis of the Bible,
he is instrumental in giving voice to the religious
foundations of the slave -lifestyle, instructing the
slaves that the completion of their proposed venture is
pre-ordained by God himself.
Gabriel represents man's desire to be free, no
matter what the costs. If it were to be assumed that he
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has an antithesis within the novel, then surely it is Ben.
A born leader, he is prepared to go into battle alone, if
necessary, with no concern for his personal safety, omens
of ill will, superstitions, signs, weather, or the conse¬
quences of his actions. He is bold and defiant, intelli¬
gent and calculating, mentally and physically strong. He
is also a rebel, and his identification with Toussaint
L'Ouverture and other men of color who seek to extricate
themselves from the bonds of inhtimane and vinnatural cap¬
tivity well dramatizes the depth of conviction of those
who are dissatisfied with and willing to rescind the
complications of their own existence. The characteri¬
zation of Gabriel is that of a strong and enterprising
Black male, driven to commit acts of violence and
defiance in order to achieve what he feels to be his
God-given right as a creature of the universe. He is an
admirable character, who sneers at death and oppression
as only a man of uncompromising strength and utter con¬
viction can.
Among those whites portrayed, Master Prosser gives
ample testiment to the brutality, injustice, and penal¬
ties of the institution of slavery in his unprincipled
and unprovoked murder of the helpless Bundy. In contrast.
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the kinder and more generous characterization of Master
Sheppard brings to Black Thunder a more humane captor,
who, as seen through the eyes of Ben, is deserving of
some mercy and perhaps, even loyalty. Monsieur Creuzot
represents the plight and beliefs of those white S5mipa-
thizers who condone and ideologically support the insur¬
rection, Les Amis de Noirs, and the pressures under which
they persevere as residents of Richmond.
Another interesting black character is Melody, the
mulatto freedwoman, who secretly S5mipathizes with her
fellow blacks and who aids Gabriel in his first phases
of escape from the confines of Richmond. Bontemps
suggests that she is unvirtuous in her associations
with white patrons, who serve to maintain her affluent
lifestyle, in return for her favors, yet the reader is
also given to believe that this is one of the few avenues
of survival open to her in the decadence of Richmond in
the 1800's. It is even implied that she may have been
the object of Gabriel's affections at one time. At any
rate, she is instrimiental in alerting Monsieur Creuzot
of the impending possibility of the black insurrection,
giving him a chance to flee to the north, as well as
giving Gabriel, the hunted "General," an opportunity to
find a safe harbor from persecution. Though removed from
the physical constraints and social implications of
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slavery, she proves loyal to the cause of freedom.
Significantly, the major recurring theme of Black
Thtmder is that all creatures, no matter what their
station in life, and humans in particular, possess an in¬
herent love of liberty. Any further extension of this
hypothesis would indicate that the price of independence
is high, sometimes encompassing death, Robert Bone speaks
to this point in the following manner:
A leitmotiv runs through Black Thunder, pointing
’ the way to the theme...As the novel unfolds, the
idea of freedom becomes linked with death.,.By
developing this tension between freedom and
death, the author suggests that the determination
to be free is itself a kind of bondage.
In Gabriel, Bontempts has instilled the desperate
belief that, at some point in an individual's life, he
must decide if life without freedom is not the equivalent
of death itself. Should his decision be favorable in this
respect, he can no longer fear death as opposed to life
in bondage. Thus, when all else has failed, he must live
out the strength of his convictions through whatever means
are at his disposal, with no thought to any other avenues
but the eventiial acquisition of his goal and the stability
of his peace of mind. As he approached the idea of
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rebellion, Gabriel mustered his courage and embarked upon
a stand which could yield alarming consequences for all
concerned. Yet, he realized that, if he should fail, he
will have at least died as a man, rather than as some
trapped animal, too afraid to fight back at'those forces
which sought to destroy and emasculate him.
As Bone further indicates, the theme of Black Thunder
is continually repeated throughout the five books and
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multiple sections of the novel. The devices employed
by Bontemps to stress this motif are those of conver¬
sation and reports of conscious and subconscious thoughts
among the characters. Noteworthy examples which appear in
the text are:
Anybody what's studying about freedom is apt to
catch his death, one way or another, ain't he?
(Juba to Gabriel)
No need crying about a nigger what's about to
die free. (General Jghn, on the morning of
Gabriel's execution)®^
A wild bird what's in a cage will die anyhow,
sooner or laterHe' 11 pine hisself to death.
He just is well to break his neck trying to









Something keep telling me that anything what*s
equal to a gray squirrel wants to be free.
That's how it all come about, (Gabriel's
testimony at his trial)
A man is got a right to have his freedom in the
place where he's born. He is got cause to
want all his kinfolks free like hisself. (Gabriel's
further testimony)
In an attempt to classify the novels of Arna
Bontemps, James 0. Young, in his Black Writers of the
Thirties, discusses the significance of Black Thunder in
terms of the development of Afro-American expertise in
the genre of the novel. Calling upon critics Richard
Wright and Leo Gurko, he says of this Bontemps work;
In addition to being a proletarian novel. Black
Thunder was a fine piece of historical fiction.
During the 1930's the historical novel enjoyed
a great vogue in the United States. It served
two major and diametrically opposing functions
during a period of severe crisis; providing
escape and generating morale.
As the prerequisite to this statement, he says of Richard
Wright:
He...(praises) Arna Bontemps' Black Thunder as
the first Negro proletarian novel. He thought
that Bontemps had done a fine job of transforming
Gabriel Prosser... into a great proletarian hero,°^
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. , .Black Thunder asstimed the task of bolstering
Afro-American morale and pride in the black heri¬
tage, The heritage Gabriel bequeathed to black
men was one of manhood. Black Thunder was the
first full-length novel to have black violence
against white society as its major theme,
The Wright article which Young utilizes is the
critic-author's "A Tale of Folk Courage," a review of
Black Thunder, which appeared in Partisan Review and
Anvil, in the April, 1936 issue. Within this essay,
Wright addresses himself to the question of the sig¬
nificance of the novel:
Black Thunder is the true story of a slave insur-
rection that failed. But in his telling of the
story of that failure Bontemps manages to reveal
and dramatize a quality of folk courage xan-
paralleled in the proletarian literature of this
country...Black Thunder sounds a new note in Negro
fiction, thereby definitely extending the boundaries
and ideology of the Negro novel.
These quoted assertions represent a good deal of
the consensus of the literati and intellegensia concern¬
ing this Bontemps contribution to American fiction. Hugh
Gloster speaks in glowing terms of Black Thunder, in his
discussion of 'iNegro Fiction of the Depression," listing
68
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going as far as to remark that ’’...A. B. Spingarn is quite
correct in his observation that the book is "the best
69
historical novel written by an American Negro." Other
critics such as Sterling A. Brown and Robert A. Bone also
give similiar assessments of the importance,of the novel.
As an art form, the historical novel "...reconstructs
a personage, a series of events, a movement, or the spirit
of a past age and pays the debt of serious scholarship
70
t;o the age being recreated." Historical elements have
played a major role in the production of literature since
its inception. In American literature, Nathaniel
Hawthorne is also a notable example of a fictionist who
used historical events and personage to create tales of
adventure or character development and deterioration.
In his creation of Black Thunder, Mr. Bontemps fully
adheres to the principles which constitute the structure
•of the historical novel. In terms of setting, characteri¬
zation, attention to detail, impersonality, and general
tone, as well as its emphasis upon actual historic events
and individuals drawn from history, the novel recreates
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believeable. The characters leap from the annals of
-history, entrusted by the author with the spirit and
vitality of their age.
Among those historical personages mentioned within
the pages of the novel are Governor James Mdnroe of
Virginia, John Quincy Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Toussaint
I'Ouverture, and, of course, Gabriel himself. Whether
mentioned directly or merely alluded to, these individuals
play a major role in the establishment of an accurate
picture of the United States in 1800. Other historical
material which Bontemps utilized also include the con¬
flict between the anti- and pro-slavery forces, the
Democratic Party, actual excerpts from documents of the
age, the French Revolution and its social and political
implications, the activities of the Haitian Rebellion, and
the Jacobin controversy.
Bontemps and Sir Walter Scott, who is credited with
the development of the historical novel as a distinct
literary genre, appear to be aligned in their regard for
the function of literature as a chronicle and illustration
of the motivation forces of h\jman existence. The aspects
of Scott’s formula for the historical novel are deeply
interwoven with what Ernest Bernbaum terms as his
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conception of‘nationality and patriotism, ,.both
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of which are major factors in the vast materials of his
Waverley novels, forerunners of the modern historical
novel. Bontemps and other Negro historical fictionists of
the 1930’s endeavored to create literature which displayed
"...a preference for episodes revealing black folk in heroic
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roles,” much of which was designed to greatly con¬
tribute to a positive self-image among Black people and
to increase interest in and recognition of the expansive
heritage and history of the race. In so doing, they
provided a new assessment of the role of the Black man
in American history and letters, sparking unity, pride
and worthwhile identification within the breast of a
people who had long suffered the pangs of degradation
and demoralizing disillusionment.
Black Thunder, as the tale of the struggle for
liberation, manhood, and an equal share in the fruits of
one’s labors, is notably entrenched with the character-
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istics of proletarian fiction, which is primarily
rooted in discussion and elaborations upon the plight and
experiences of the impoverished, disadvantaged and ex¬






Bontemps novel do indeed comprise the lowest caste within
American society in 1800, and their efforts to uplift
and reverse their status are admirable. Gabriel, who
asserts that he will die as a "man," represents and
symbolizes the hopes, dreams, and desperate .aims of this
segment of society, which has been entrapped for gener¬
ations in a system designed to strip them of all human
dimity and decency, and to render them no opportunity for
advancement, which will not serve the best interests of its
perpetrators. Like Ann Petry’s The Street (1946), Black
Thunder displays the demise of the proletarian figures at
the hands of the very society and institution which they
attempt to defy and actively oppose. However, in this
instance, Gabriel and his hopeful followers manage to
achieve some semblance of triumph in their ability to die
in a manner which they have not been allowed to live,
leaving a world which can never be the same because of
their actions and existence, thus ending on a note of
promise for a better tomorrow.
Bontemps second attempt at historical fiction. Drums
at Dusk, appeared in 1939. Like Black Thunder, which is
often hailed as the author's masterpiece, this novel
assumes as its topic a slave insurrection and self-assert¬
ion among men-of color in response to injustice. However,
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the major emphasis within Drums at Dusk rests upon its
central character, Diron Desautels, a young Frenchman of
aristocratic background, interracial romance, and the
effects of the Haitian Rebellion upon the decadence of
white society. Set on the island of Saint Domingue
during the first year of the slave uprising of the late
1700's, the novel also focuses upon those events which
lead to the eventual ascendancy of Toussaint L'Ouverture,
champion of the oppressed Black masses of the world,
to the helm of Caribbean power and international
influence.
Drums at Dusk, while faring reasonably, did not
create the literary splash which Black Thunder enjoyed.
Among critics and the intellegensia, the book was often
felt to fall short of obtaining the quality and fervor
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of the earlier work. The critical assessments of the
novel ranged from relatively positive to conditional
and qualified. However, in terms of the participation
of the Negro in American literature, this fictionalized
account of the Haitian Revolution served to further
establish Bontemps as a historical novelist of vision.
Of Drums at Dusk, C. D. Abbott said, in the




It is a gripping story...Even its many faults,
of which a spasmodically fumbling style and
a stern insistence upon visceral shudders are 75
the worst, cannot obscure its passionate honesty.
In the Springfield Republican, the following criticism
appeared:
Mr, Bontemps... obviously knows the cbuntry and its
history well. With more space he might have
developed his background and characters more fully
...most of the characters remain rather vague, and
unless the reader already knows something of the
slave uprising, some of the events may be somewhat
puzzling...For all that Drums at Dusk remains a
welcome a
fiction.'
More positively. New Republic commented:
It's an exciting, stormy era that deserves skillful
handling, and Mr. Bontemps never lets it down.''
Drums at Dusk also received this assessment from R. C.
Field in Books:
...While the intent of Bontemps's plan is excellent,
its development is less happy. From the material
offered in his novel, it is difficult to see
Toussaint in the capacity of a great historical
figure...The book as a whole suffers from a style
gdition to the field of historical
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that is too lush and romantic and from writing
that is often careless, °
The above evaluations were found in white publi¬
cations, On the other hand, black reviewers responded
to this Bontemps novel in a somewhat different manner.
J. D. Jerome in the Journal of Negro History said:
This historical novel...is an achievement. The
novel has been well received, but whether or
not it meets the test of the most rigid critics
is not so important as the fact that the author
has thereby given another demonstration of the
richness of the neglected background of the
Negro.'"
He further comments on the author:
Arna Bontemps, who has to his credit already a
number of works dealing with the life and
history of the Negro, has further demonstrated
his ability as an historical novelist.®^
In Opportunity, however, Rayford Logan discussed
the problems encountered by the author in the production
of the novel, as well as illiuninating its flaws, in the
following manner:
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But this very portrayal ^rums at DusT^ of colonial
society suggests the reason why few writers have
dared to use for their plot the unconventional
romantic situations. Love across the color line
in literature is almost tabooed.,.Mr. Bontemps,
of course, found himself pretty much hamstrung
when he began to pick the characters for his
Dr\jms at Dusk,°^
Secondly,he states:
(jhe problemj. . .was that which confronts all writers
of historical novels namely how close should
he adhere to history? Mr. Bontemps has taken
few liberties with the generally accepted inter¬
pretations of the events in the first year of
the slave insurrection...my major criticism of
the book, as written, is that it reads too fre¬
quently more like a history than a novel.
While mentioning instances in which he feels the author
borders dangerously upon the improbable, he also compli¬
ments :
Within the limitations imposed upon Mr. Bontemps
by American squeamishness. Drums at Dusk is on the
whole an interesting story...(various) Episodes...
explain why today many visitors to Haiti still hear
"Drums at Dusk" even when they don't beat and why
a drxanken Marine saw the statue of Dessalines
^'Ouvertures ' s successor!! lower its sabre.
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These critical interpretations of Bontemps* third
novel give credence to the assertion that Drums at Dusk,
in presentation and style, was not without noticeable
shortcomings and deficiencies, Among the three novels
of the author, it is the least often discussed and ment¬
ioned, Of the three, Black Thunder remains as the only
one of Mr. Bontemps' novelistic accomplishments which
has been re-issued and consistently included in the
curriculums, courses, and reading lists of various
educational institutions. God Sends Sunday, on the
other hand, receives its own limited acclaim due to its
ranking as the author's first long prose fiction work.
Comparatively speaking, one major characteristic
of Drums at Dusk, which serves to distinguish it from
the other two of Mr. Bontemps' novels, is its sophis¬
ticated diction and lexicon. Perhaps this can be
attributed to the novelist's choice of the aristocracy
of Haiti and white bourgeois hero as the focal point of
his story, rather than the downtrodden masses or lower
social caste-protagonists of Black Thunder and God Sends
Sunday. In this third novel, he has even successfully
endowed his black characters with a high literacy
level and articulate vocabulary. There is no indication
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of the use of dialect or broken speech among L'Ouverture
and his fellow compatriots.
Equally as well, the narrative technique of the
novel relies heavily upon vivid description, the fluency
of colorful diction, and a great deal of emphasis upon
the introspection and psychological activities of the
characters. Because of its interest in heroic deeds,
noble causes, intimate interpersonal relationships,
daring exploits, and warring forces deadlocked in a
combat of the mind, body, and spirit, Drxims at Dusk
displays, as does Black Thunder, many of the character¬
istics of a romance.
Drums at Dusk is the story of the famous Haitian
Revolution in its most embryonic stages. Diron Desautels,
a young French aristocrat who is in S3rmpathy with the
goals and objectives of the rebellion, and thus, has
formally joined the Les Amis de Noirs, an organization
designed to aid and abbet black opposition to French
imperialism, is the novel's central figure. Through
the experiences of this character and other Haitian
inhabitants, the author enables the reader to assess
the impact of the historical events which eventually
affect the destiny of the island and the world.
Desautels is portrayed as a young man of great
personal conviction. His willingness to defy social
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convention and to jeopardize his own lifestyle is indeed
admirable. From his point of view, Bontemps enables
the reader to witness the significance of the activities
of the followers of Toussaint L'Ouverture, the reactions
of his own aristocratic peers to the massive terrorism
and pandemonitjm of the days of the slave insurrection,
and the chaotic conditions and general lifestyle of
San Domingue. Equally as well, due to his honorable and
intense romantic relationship with the beauteous and
desirable Celeste, a black island girl, the character
attacks the social conventions of his society. Though
sometimes confused and indecisive , Diron is a most human
and likeable character.
The embodiment of the depravity, brutality, flam¬
boyance, amorality, and decadence of white Haitian society
is deeply engrained in the characterization of the Count
de Sacy, a man of few principles and even less virtue.
He is cruel, unprincipled, and a most despicable character.
Bontemps' villainous depiction of de Sacy, especially in
regard to hi-s relationships with his slave concubines
and servants, adds much to the understanding of those
events which have precipitated the actions of the Haitian
insurrectionists.. His debacle is one of the high points
of the novel and an excellent example of poetic justice
at work.
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Other useful characters include Diron’s tincle.
Monsieur Philippe Desautels, whose inclusion provides
much needed insight into the Haitian situation and the
hero's personal dilemmas, the de Libertas family, friends
of the protagonist who are well aware of and share the
sympathies of the young Frenchman, Mars, one of the
lieutenants of L'Ouverture's forces, and Celeste, the
object of Diron's affections. Toussaint L'Ouverture
plays a major role, due to his professed intention to
rid Haiti of French domination. This determination is
the basis of the turmoil around which Bontemps centers
his novel.
In L'Ouverture, the reader finds the interworkings
of the mind of a self-assertive character of noble intent¬
ions. In an attempt to reverse the injustices and dis¬
crimination of the past, he is willing to sacrifice all
for the betterment of his people, even at the cost of
his life. He also displays great courage, fortitude
and personal strength. Calculating and shrewd, this
champion of the oppressed is alluded to in Black Thunder
as an inspiration to men of color throughout the world
and adopted as the model of the protagonist, Gabriel,
In Drums at Dusk, Toussaint L'Ouverture is a man of
action, who feels that he is capable of rising to what¬
ever occasion may confront him in his quest for freedom,
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Yet, he has not allowed the plantation and caste systems
of San Domingue to dehumanize him, for he is a character
of intense sensitivity, impeccable loyalty, and note¬
worthy compassion. This is readily disclosed in his
conversationswith his fellow insurrectionnists and in
his congenial relationships with those whites whom he
feels have the best interests of his black countrymen
at heart. He is not vindictive, but is outraged by the
degradation which his people have suffered over the
centuries. He is an opportunist, seeking all possible
avenues by which to gain access to his objective.
Receptive to the aid of the Les Amis de Noirs, he
welcomes their help and suggestions and affords them
many courtesies and much protection, as befitting of
comrades.
Among those Frenchmen whom he holds in high esteem
must be included Diron Desautels, whom he also S3mipathizes
with in his affection for Celeste. Toussaint is instru¬
mental in helping the young lovers to escape the terrors
and holocaust of Haiti and to seek a new start. His
sphere of influence, intelligence, and ability to unite
men of diverse backgrounds under the banner of an honorable
and vital cause, permeates and strengthens the flow of
the novel’s action.
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Once again, Bontemps successfully utilizes the
theme of man’s love for freedom in direct opposition to
those forces which attempt to keep him forever in bond¬
age. In this instance, however, this motif is also
expanded to include the role of other men of conscience,
who are willing to understand and support ‘those who
seek to gain their independence, even at the cost of
jeopardizing their own lifestyle, Diron Desautels is
a man of conviction and decency. In him and Celeste
rests the hope of a better tomorrow and the eventual
liberation of mankind. That they are able to escape,
to survive, to persevere is a fitting conclusion to
this chapter in history.
All flaws withstanding, Drtims at Dusk does indeed
maintain the criteria for historical fiction set down by
Sir Walter Scott, The fact that it is highly romanti¬
cized and tends to stress the boundaries of the imagi¬
nation in some instances may mar the presentation, but
does not fully diminish its impact.
On the whole. Drums at Dusk presents an interest¬
ing chronicle of the events which surround and precipi¬
tate the Haitian Revolution, Through the inclusion
of class and caste struggles for power and domination,
master-slave relationships, the direct and indirect
effects of the French Revolution, inhuman treatment of
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the dovm trodden and oppressed, and the violent death of
an entire cargo of slaves at the hands of their oppressors,
Bontemps has been able to maintain a degree of versimili-
tude and realism which lends credence to many of the
episodes of the novel. The activities and secret meet-
ings of the conspirators and the participation of the
Les Amis de Noirs also add a realistic dimension to the
presentation.
Modern day critics, however, tend to express differing
views of the success of Drums at Dusk. On one hand, some
observe that the novel lacks quality and meaningful
significance, as is well illustrated by the following
comments, as stated by James 0. Young:
This novel is full of romance and melodrama...
(It) possessed a message of revolt, but it was
clothed in such romance as to make its effect
essentially that of escape (literature)."^
Robert A. Bone observes:
...Drums at Dusk (1939)...is in every respect a re-
treat from the standards of Black Thunder...
Upon a highly romantic plot he (Bontemps) grafts
a class analysis which is post-Marxian and flag¬
rantly unhistorical. Frequently lapsing into
crude melodrama, he embroiders his narrative with







In contrast, Hugh M, Gloster sums up more positively the
general consensus of the novel’s proponents:
In brief, Drums at Dusk, a worthy successor of
Black Thunder, is another vivid illustration
o£ the richness of the Negro's past as a
source of historical fiction,°°
Whatever the case may be, Arna Bontemps, a young
writer of promise and direction, was to abandon the
domain of novelistic writing after the appearance of
Drums at Dusk in 1939, turning his attentions to the
creation of children's literature. This transition
he was to explain in the 1968 "Introduction" of Black
Thunder in the following manner;
...I began to suspect that it was fruitless for
a Negro in the United States to address serious
writing to my generation, and I began to consider
the alternative of trying to reach readers not
yet hardened or grown insensitive^to man's in¬
humanity to man, as it is called.^'
On the subject, he further commented in an interview:
I was in no mood merely to write entertaining _
novels. The fact that /TMargaret Mitchell's 1936 J
Gone With The Wind was so popular...was a dramatic
truth to me of what the country was willing to
read. And I felt that black children had nothing
with which they could identify. As a result I







John O'Brien, ed,, Interviews with Black Writers
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On such a note as this, the author was to close
his novelistic activity, a choice which was to produce
approximately twenty volumes of juvenile literature
during the succeeding decades. God Sends Sunday, Black
Thunder, and Drums at Dusk served to bequeath a literary
legacy, which was to contribute to and. inspire the cre¬
ative energies of future generations of Afro-American
writers.
CHAPTER II
THE SHORT STORIES OF ARNA BONTEMPS
From all indications, Ama Bontemps' interest in the
literary genre of the short story coincided with his career’s
transitional emphasis from poet to novelist. During the
years 1931-39, the author was engrossed in the production
of his three novels, the first of which, God Sends Sunday,
appeared in 1931. But in 1932, during his self-imposed exile
from the Harlem scene in northern Alabama, precipitated by
the deplorable conditions of the Depression Era, he also
turned his attention to the production of short fiction,
the result of which was numerous short stories about South¬
ern rural life, published postxamously in 1973.
Speaking of the declining years of the Renaissance,
the fanfare surrounding the publication of his first novel,
and his sojourn to Alabama, the author commented in his
prefatory essay, ’’The Awakening: A Memoir," found in The
Harlem Renaissance Remembered,, a collection of essays which
he edited in 1972:
When the Writer's Guild...gave me a glittering
reception in Harlem on the publication of God
Sends Sunday, I couldn't help thinking of Tegen-
dary people of antiquity pleasuring themselves
67‘
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and celebrating as their cities were about to be
destroyed. Within another year I was far away
and writing short stories such as "A Summer
Tragedy,” most of them never published, and
brooding over a subject matter so depressing that
I could find no relief until it resolved itself
as Black Thunder,
”A Summer Tragedy,” the short story spoken of by
Mr. Bontemps, was first published in 1932. During that year,
it was awarded the Opportunity Short Story Prize. Prior
to the 1973 publication of The Old South: ”A Summer
Tragedy” and Other Stories of the Thirties, a collection
of the.author's various published and unpublished short
stories, this heralded and often anthologized and collected
piece of short fiction was the only known short story of the
author.
This fact stimulated many literary scholars to ponder
the question of whether or not such a talented fictionist as
Mr. Bontemps had produced other similiar compositions of
consequence. Dr, Robert A. Bone was among those who were
concerned about the matter, and as he indicates in his final
chapter of Down Home: A History of Afro-American Short
Fiction from Its Beginnings to the End of the Harlem
Renaissance, he seized the opportunity to confront the author
about the situation privately in 1970:
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In the Spring of 1970, I attended a conference on
black writing at which Ama Bontemps was a guest
speaker,,,he had also been widely acclaimed for
a short story called ”A Sximmer Tragedy." ...1
asked him in a moment of private conversation
whether he had published any other short fiction.
His immediate response was negative, but 1 surmised
from a certain hesitation that "no" was not the
whole story.90
And indeed, it was not, as Dr, Bone was to discover
some months later through a communication from the author,
dated July 19, 1970:
Dear Robert Bone,
You asked me, when we were at Nassau Community
College this year, if I had any short stories other
than "A Summer Tragedy." Since returning to my home
base in Nashville for the summer I find that I had
written more than I remembered and that they had
been kept. In fact, there are enough of them to
collect, and I now have a plan to put them together
forthwith. All are relatively of the same vintage
as "Tragedy" and like it had been complimented but
not accepted in the few cases when they had been
shown to magazines.
Since "Tragedy" is now in print in more than a
dozen collections and schoolbooks and pending in
almost as many others, I am toying with the idea of
showing them to a publisher as a book.
This is just to say that your question rang a




Thus, the overwhelming result of the author's decision
to explore the possibility of producing a long awaited and
very much belated volume of his short fiction was destined
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to be The Old South, edited and published by Dodd, Mead and
Company of New York. Unfortunately, the tintimely death of
Mr, Bontemps on June 4, 1973 prevented his full enjoyment
of the fruits of this labor. To this effect, Allen T. Klots,
Jr. , his editor at Dodd, Mead, stated at the Memorial Service
held for the deceased author on June 20, 1973:
The week before he died, Arna Bontemps returned to
me the galleys for the first publication of the
collection of those short stories together in
book form tinder the title The Old South; *'A Summer
, Tragedy" and Other Stories of the Thirties^ scheduled
to appear next fall...The sad news of Arna's passing
was awaiting me on return from the editorial meeting
at which we had discussed the first edition of that
collection.
The Old South consists of two autobiographical and
personal essays, "Why I Returned" and "Pennies for Luck,"
and twelve reflective short stories about folk life in the
rural South. Concentrating primarily upon multi-dimensional
black life during the thirties, these stories exhibit and
reflect many of the author's own personal experiences and
memories of his stay in northern Alabama.
Critically speaking, the book was well received and
received numerous accolades, among which must be listed:
L.D. Mitchell for Best Seller;
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(In this book there is) that delicate melancholy
that goes with thoughts of bygone days, with chips
of light from the past, Family, church, school
from a Negro attitude are folkishly blended in
with glimpses of the exotic fleshpots and the
eccentric figures that spot the memories of every¬
one's childhood...Bontemps was a sober, mediative,
polished writer. Like Shakespeare, he took what
he found, where he found it, then adorned it,..
Bontemps the artist establishes that for most
mortals freedom is a necessity, and that attaining
it against onerous forces both within and without
the race is no facile matter.
G. Simms for Library Journal:
(These) are stories of the South. . .of great hximor and
resourcefulness and feeling. Coming to them from
Baldwin and Cleaver and Malcolm X, the present -day
reader may be astonished almost offended by
Bontemps's detachment, the absence of outrage. Yet
it was men like Bontemps.,.who tilled the soil
which nourished black nationalism...he anticipated
...every facet of liberation...Buy, both for the 94
literary quality and for the social significance.
J. D. Tyms for New Republic:
...we get glimpses of black reality and the sensitivity
of the writer as he identifies with it...The 12
stories of this book are... grounded in imagery, emotion
and potentially real-life situations
93
L. D. Mitchell, review of The Old South, by Arna
Bontemps, in Best Seller, December^^ 1973, 33:285, quoted in
Book Review Digest, 1974, p.-117.
94
G. Simms, review of The Old South, by Arna Bontemps,
in Library Journal, September 1, 1973, 9^:2462, quoted in
Book Review Digest, 1974, p. 117.
95
J. D. Tjnns, review of The Old South, by Ama Bontemps,
in New Republic, January 14, 1974, 170:27, quoted in Book
Review Digest, 1974, p, 117.
72
And Jonathan Yardley in the New York Times Book Review!
Bontemps writes affectionately about the Southern
land, the Southern small-town community, the
relationship between Southern black and whites.,,
The 14 stories in "The Old South” occupy a
territory somewhere between fiction and personal
reminiscence...Bontemps writes nostalgically about
boyhood in the rural South.,.overall the- stories
convey a geniiine love for the South, its people
and its land,..^°
As did many other publications, the review of The Old
South found in Publisher’s Weekly the week of the author's
memorial service in New York also included a variety of
glowing comments about Mr. Bontemps and the range of his
multi-faceted career. Publisher's Weekly assessed the
author's final completed literary project in these terms;
This rewarding collection of 14 short stories evokes
black life in the South during the thirties. Rooted
in experience, they reveal a nostalgia for the
shaping qualities of black Southern life. Movingly
and simply told they probe a boy's growing awareness
of realities, the family affection that provided a
gentle yet solid protection against them...Whether
Mr. Bontemps wrote directly or fictionally about his
South, he provided insights without rancor, finely
drawn portraits and a sense of a particular flow of
life that is warming and emminently human.
These last observations are most evident in the
structure of The- Old South. - The short stories which com¬
prise the volume are prefaced and concluded with personal
96
Jonathan Yardley, review of The Old South, by Arna
Bontemps, in New York Times Book Review, December 23, 1973, p. 11
97
Review of The Old South, by Arna Bontemps, in
Publisher's Weekly, June 17, 1^73, p. 66.
73
essays, each serving to place them within the predetermined
boundaries or context which the author initially intended,
"Why I Returned," the prefatory essay, outlines Mr, Bontemps’
relationship to the South, the influences of black folk
culture upon his conscious and subconscious maturation and
development, and his decision to align himself with those
elements of his black folk heritage which would produce and
provide the stimulation for his commitment to Negro history
and culture. The antithetical conflict in views and
ideologies which is represented by Mr, Bontemps’ father
and great-uncle Buddy serves as a focal point of many of
the poignant memories of the author, as does his maternal
grandmother, whom he loved and cherished. His recognition
and acceptance of his uncle's love and appreciation of the
black roots, which contradicts the "think and act white"
philosophies of his parent, provide the important link for
Mr. Bontemps with the richness of Negro life. He further
discusses the perils of black southern existence, giving
testimony to Negro endurance and vitality against insur¬
mountable odds, and closes with the indication that he will
remain in the South in order "...to write about the Negro’s
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awakening and regeneration,,,", to observe the overwhelming
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effects of the Civil Rights controversy of the sixties from
its most appropriate viewpoint.
The closing essay of the volume, "Three Pennies for
Luck," describes Mr. Bontemps’ childhood experience with
his father and uncle, and the means by which he has remained
in touch with his black heritage throughout the years. He
recalls acquiring three weather-blackened pennies, which he
adopted as his lucky pieces and the symbols of his union with
his beloved rural South. Through the years which follow,
these coins aid his fortunes and add reassurance during the
budding years of his career. He also speaks affectionately
and realistically about his return to the South during the
Depression and his eventual exodus from California to Chicago
after Black Thunder. In Chicago, he recollects, he en-
coimtered many aspiring black writers, who, as he also was,
were attempting to maintain the active participation of the
Afro-American in the literary scene. Among them he met
Richard Wright, a young writer of great potential and promise.
During their earliest encounter, against his better judge¬
ment, Mr. Bontemps gave this -young man two of his good luck
pieces as trolley fare, an action, he reveals, which seemed
to bring luck to the aspirant and possibly damaged his own.
The two authors eventually launched a lasting friendship,
but it was only sometime later that Mr, Bontemps was able
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to secure any other blackened pennies to replace the ones
he had so generously loaned, once again renewing his luck
and reaffirming his relationship with the past,
Thus, "Why I Returned" and "Three Pennies for Luck"
are utilized by the author to establish the perspective from
which the remaining twelve short stories are written and
contrived. Through this technique of framing, Mr. Bontemps
succeeds in presenting the reader with the necessary back¬
ground and explanatory realm to aid in his interpretation
of these short fiction works.
In attempting to determine the intrinsic value of
The Old South and the fiction which it contains, it is
necessary to establish a definition of what constitutes the
genre of the short story and those characteristics which
distinguish its excellence. On this latter point, C. Hugh
Holman indicates:
A short story is a relatively brief fictional
narrative in prose...it has definite formal
development,a firmness in construction. . , (jt]
finds its unity in...plot...in theme, in
character, in tone, in mood...in style...it
tends to reveal character through a series of
actions or under stress, the purpose of the
story being accomplished when the reader comes
to know what the true nature of a character
(or sometimes situation) is...a distinguishing
characteristic of the genre is that it is...
the result of conscious craftmanship and
artistic skill,
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C. Hugh Holman, A Handbook to Literature, pp. 496- 7.
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In examining The Old South from this perspective, the
reader becomes acutely aware of the fact that, collectively,
the volume was constructed with care and forethought. There
is no evidence of sheer coincidence, disorganization, or
haphazard construction or craftsmanship. Thought-provoking
and interesting, the book's structure displays the ingenuity
and resourcefulness of its creator. As a work of art, it
gives testimony of the uncompromising genius of Bontemps
mind and awareness of literary standards. Each story
illustrates some specific aspect of black folk culture,
functioning as portions of the black experience, which
created a major impact within the life of a sensitive young
boy on the threshold of manhood.
Structurally, Mr. Bontemps endeavored to provide each
story with the element of epiphany, the revelation of the
essence of some character or situation, which serves to
heighten the reader's recognition and response to the life¬
style of the rural South. The situations discussed within
The Old South encompass personal relationships, lover's
quarrels, Sunday revivals, life's lessons learned the hard
way, superstition, and other avenues of the southern ex¬
perience .
In "The Cure," young Arna's experiences with his grand¬
mother and alcoholic great-uncle evoke sadness, humor, and
enlightenment. Attempting to break her brother of the
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habit of drinking, the boy's grandmother tries a home remedy
which fails miserably, but in the process, the reason for
the downward descent of Buddy is illuminated, allowing the
youngster to take a glimpse into the past and to understand
the emasculating effects of man's inhumanity to man. Upon
discovering that the oppressive forces of white society
have brought about his bachelor uncle's downfall, it is
certain that Arna must and will see this favorite relative
in a new and perhaps compassionate light. But, above all
else, he has gained an inkling of what it was like to be a
black man of the South, powerless to protect much of what is
dear and sacred to the heart, the reality of which can
maim and break the spirit forever.
The second story, "Talk to the Music," reveals the
relationship of the Negro to his music, engrained in the
saga of a young man who travels to a distant place to dis¬
cover the source of the blues and the origins of the woman
who is noted for singing it best. His attempts to hear
Mayme Dupree sing the blues are told in a most heroic fashion,
but xmderlying this fascination is the rich appreciation of
music as a medium of black expression, as well as reflections
of southern "Jim Crow" laws and the hypocrisy of segregation.
In Mayme Dupree, there exists all of the components of the
mysteries of black despair, sorrow, joy, tears, and trimumphs.
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testimonials to black survival and endurance. Her songs are
those of black experience; it is, as she indicates, almost
impossible to pinpoint their origins. But the young man is
convinced that they are reflections of the spirit, coming
always from within.
"Lonesome Boy, Silver Trumpet" is the story of the wisdom
of age and the value of personal experience. Deeply rooted
in folklore and superstition, this tale about a boy who
insists upon indiscriminately playing his trtimpet wherever
he goes is humorous and entertaining. Though his travels
take him far, he must return home to his roots for security
and peace of mind,- forever in touch with a grandfather who
gently warns and counsels him of the dangers which lie ahead.
Obedience to one's elders and "experience is the best teacher"
seem to be the didactic elements intended by Mr. Bontemps.
The eerie Devil's Ball, with its mysterious guests, adds
spice and gothicism to this short narrative indeed.
"A Woman With a Mission" portrays the high and com¬
promising price paid by the black artist of talent and
promise for white patronage'. Emphasizing the artistic view
of whites toward Negroes, as well as the manner in which
deception can backfire to one's disadvantage, this story
of a black singer who wins and loses the favor of an
eccentric white female, patron of the arts presents a seldom
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seen aspect of such a relationship. The fates of Leander and
Lottie, for insubordination to Mrs. Rainwater, are sealed in
their early association with each other, but the most poignant
epiphany is surely the true revelation of the condescending
attitude of their mutual employer. Reflecting upon the
Harlem of the thirties and northern exploitation of black
talent, Mr. Bontemps weaves a description of a situation
which appears to bear overtones of first-or second-hand
experience.
In " Heathen at Home", the reader is once again ex¬
posed to a little known aspect of the white patronage system.
This story of the white principal of Mount Lebanon College,
a small southern institution of higher learning for xmder-
privileged blacks, involves the disruptive influence of the
stay of an elderly relative upon the campus, and the up¬
heaval which it creates in the life of the central character.
Miss Conroy's self-righteousness serves to blind her to the
inevitabilities of the impending disaster, which will alter
her life. When the students discover her patronizing attitude
and true assessment of their worth in her eyes, their
militancy manifests itself in demands for her dismissal and
a variety of massive changes in the institution, which she
subconsciously had begun to. regard as heir own "plantation."
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When exposed before the Board of Trustees of the college,
her world crumbling around her, the aged self-defined
humanitarian dissolves in tears, her only available retreat
from reality,
"The Devil is a Conjurer" is another tale of black
folk superstition and the maturation of a boy. Set in a
portion of the South's most rural extremity, this story of
the h\anting of a mysterious creature, believed endowed with
supernatural powers, contrasts the exhilaration of awe and
wonder with the disappointment of dispelled illusions.
Mr. Bontemps also displays the magnitude of the black "grape¬
vine" and the relationship between the white landowners
and black sharecroppers, exploring the manner in which the
latter forces combine and unite behind a joint cause.
"Let the Church Roll On" is a portrait of rural
southern church experiences. Steeped in the revival
tradition, the descriptive passage tells of the relationship
of the preacher to his congregation, the religious skepti¬
cism of the young, the self-righteousness of the "saved,"
and man-made miracles. The'conversion scene is most vivid,
as are the contortions and sounds of worship. Mt. Pleasant
Church is the embodiment of the Negro Vs commitment to his
religious and cultural dynasty. On the Sunday of the
revival, the hand of God moves in mysterious ways, as an
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imusual and awkward occurrencebrings a host of youngsters
into the fold,
"A Stranner Tragedy," the best known of the Bontemps
short story collection, describes self-assertion on the part
of an elderly couple, who preordains the manner in which
they choose to die. Jeff and Jennie Patton have been dead¬
locked by the depravity of their southern existence and
betrayed by the frailities of their own flesh. This tale
of sxunmoned courage and conviction alludes to rapid deteri¬
oration, reflective memories, the battle for dignity, and
the moral and personal implications of suicide as a means
of defeating the common foe. As the aged car begins its
rapid descent into the stream, the reader is afforded a
view of triumph in death that life refused to offer.
Mr. Bontemps successfully clothed the true intentions of
the couple in the fanfare of nostalgia, giving only minor
elements of foreshadowing during the course of the story.
His statement on the plight of the forgotten and aged, who
often ponder to what avail their lives have been in the
sea of life and' time, bears' a poignant message.
In ’’Hoppergrass Man," the reader is confronted with
a situation in which violence is seen as a mechanism for
the expression of affection, The confrontation of Ski and
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big Suzy, which nearly ends in tragedy, comprises much of
the action of the story, The revelation of the true purpose
of the shirt, which has incited this controversy, and the
expression of mutual love are surprise endings indeed.
The caption, ’’Portrait of a Small Southern Town, 1933,”
is more than an appropriate subtitle for Mr, Bontemps’
tenth selection, ’’Saturday Night.” Through a vivid sequence
of descriptive reflections, the author captivates the mood,
climate and atmosphere of rural southern living in the
thirties of the Depression and Post-Depression Eras. This
depiction, told most effectively from a Negro perspective,
is a brief chronicle of the experiences and encounters of
the highpoint of each week in northern Alabama. Blending
violence, enlightening contrasts, dialect and dialogue,
and restrained emotion, the author reveals the significance
of the weekly sojourn to town, its sights, sounds, aromas,
and occurrences. Also unveiled is the ability of the
southern Negro to transcend and survive in a hostile
environment, and the general attitudes of white and black
visitors to this pastoral oasis towards each other. The
verisimilitucfeof the short story is excellent, and
Mr. Bontemps' inclusion of various people from all social
classes, castes, and occupations adds much to enliven its
presentation.
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Deeply rooted in the folk experience and folklore,
"Boy Blue" is a story told in two parts. It is a tale
about a "bad nigger" who escapes from the prison chain gang
and the emotional and psychological effects that this
situation has upon the character and those whom are drawn
into-the incident by circumstance. Little Moe, a black
southern youngster, represents the first perspective. His
wonder, terror and awe comprise most of the narrative, as
does the illusion of the supernatural and the mysterious.
The second point of view is that of the realistic version
of Blue's escape, which serves to dispel the superstitious
and legendary assumptions of the black plantation populace
for the reader. Blue's confrontation with the sheriff and
the dogs, his desperate flight from bondage, and his repu¬
tation among the folk masses are all elements which the
author includes to highlight the story and its significance.
The haunted house aids the circulation of Blue's fame,
adding a gothic atmosphere to "Boy Blue," which makes it
compelling reading. The emphasis upon the oral tradition
and self-assertion among people of color further enhances
this short story.
The final story, "Mr, Kelso's Lion," is about the
havoc created in a small community by the presence of the
"king of beasts." Young Percy and his grandfather are the
major characters and their experiences with the lion are
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both humorous and interesting. The efforts of the townspeople
to rid Sidonia of its unwelcomed guest, the inquisitiveness
of a small boy, and the lion's escape are episodes and
occurrences which create a depiction of life in a southern
town which is different and entertaining. Though this tale
seems best suited for younger readers, the epiphany scene,
in which it is revealed that Grandpa enjoys the fanfare
which surrounds his role of the wounded martyr, lends a
level of sophistication to "Mr. Kelso's Lion," which makes
it applicable to all age groups.
Very little literary scholarship has been devoted to
the short stories of Arna Bontemps, a fact which can probably
be contributed to the late appearance of The Old South. This
volume, which is best classified as a commentary on black
southern life in the 1930's, conceiveably falls into the
category of Renaissance and early post-Renaissance literature.
The stories which it contains are comparable to the works
of Claude McKay, Zora Hurston, Jean Toomer, and Langston
Hughes, among other major and minor writers of the Era, a
point to which Robert Bone sp’eaks in his Down Home. In
discussing the short fiction of the Harlem vogue, he in¬
dicates the following:
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The generation of the Harlem Renaissance produced
seven important storytellers.,,By a quirk of
fate, we cannot close the books on the short
fiction of the Harlem Renaissance \mtil 1973, when
these stories £~The Old South J7 ,,.(save for "A 101
Summer Tragedy”) first entered the public domain.
Bone further states that, in the construction of his
chapters devoted to the significance of the short story in
Renaissance and their authors, the final phase, which will
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be "...a short epilogue on Arna Bontemps.,.”, will lend
credence and support to his initial argxament that much of
the Afro-American short fiction which has been produced
is steeped in the literary modes of the pastoral and the
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antipastoral.
The critic, in his discussion of the pastoral and anti¬
pastoral elements in Negro short stories, provides the
following explanatory statements about the nature of the two:
The major pastoral conventions, according to a
recent critic, include ”1) people of a low socio¬
economic class, 2) living in simplicity and harmony,
3) against a background of rural nature..." ...black
American writing was a regional before it was an
ethnic literature. Pastoral has always been the
favored literary mode of the American South, whose
agrarian values, classical ideals, and hierarchial 104
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He says of the antipastoral;
Antipastoral...may assume a variety of modes...
satire...realism,..the picaresque...But whatever
its precise mode, the spirit of antipastoral is
much the same. It reflects and ironic, rather
than idyllic posture toward experience. Pastoral
and antipastoral incorporate the rival claims of
the ideal and the actual.
And finally, he asserts that the proceeding relationship
exists between black short story writing and these literary
modes:
Pastoral and antipastoral are the "deep structure"
of Afro-American short fiction. These literary
forms spring from three primary sources...
reflective of the black American's historial
experience. First, his deep attachment to the
Protestant tradition, and especially the Bible
...Second, his deep affection for the rural South
...Third, his deep anxiety concerning his future
role in American society
In analyzing The Old South, the scholar attempts to
establish a categoric trichotomy from the above perspectives.
He explains this division as follows;
The structure of The Old South reflects... Z"a_7
retrospective point of view. Reduced to its
essentials (there are some odds and ends that we
can safely over look), the book consists of six
Alabama tales, framed by three California pieces
best described as personal memoirs. These pieces,
which occupy the borderland between fiction and









Those stories and essays which he classifies as the
’’California Memoirs" are ’’Why I Returned,’’ "The Cure,"
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and ’’Three Pennies for Luck," Highlighting each in
terms of its characters, setting, and perspective from
which they are written, Dr, Bone further explores Mr,
Bontemps’ linkage with his spiritual heritage and positive
self-identification with his own roots. These reflections
of growing awareness and gradual maturation in the pastoral
setting of his grandmother’s farm encompass much of the
author’s life and shaping experiences. The spectrum
provided by each paints vivid pictures of black folk life.
Embodied within the controversy between Mr. Bontemps’
father and great-uncle Buddy is the dissension which
existed among Negroes concerning their relationship to
this aspect of their culture. The young Arna of these
memoires, through his allegiance with the philosophies of
his uncle and growing pride and interest in black history
and life, is seen through the eyes of Arna, the seasoned
man and writer, as the measure of his own development. In
tracing himself from the informative years to his present
stature, Mr. Bontemps heralds those elements of his growth
and expansion of consciousness which have enabled him to





never-ending relationship to it.
The "Alabama Tales" of Arna Bontemps, according to
Dr. Bone:
...comprise the core of this collection /TThe Old South./
.../~and_7 were conceived in the stammer of 1933, when
Bontemps spent a pastoral interlude in northern Alabama.
They constitute a kind of spiritual diary of this
crucial episode in his young manhood.HO
The six stories to which he alludes are "The Devil is a
Conjurer," "Saturday Night," Let the Church Roll on," "A
Summer Tragedy," "Boy Blue," and "Hoppergrass Man," each
of which provides a portrait of some particular aspect of
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the multi-dimensional rural black experience. In these
instances, Mr. Bontemps utilizes a pastoral setting, local
color, and regionalism to depict the sights, sounds and
occurrences which he observed during his tenure in a small
southern town.
When the Bontemps family departed from Depression
Harlem, their first abode was an aged mansion. Later, they
sought other dwellings in the region, but from these focal
points, the author created these vivid portrayals of Negro
life in Alabama-. These tales encompass folklore, didacticism,








verisimilitude in these short fiction pieces is rich and poignant
Through each ephiphany, the reader is exposed to the endurance
and conditional responses of characters who are life-sized.
As tributes to black folk life, the "Alabama Tales" are
written from a perspective which is local, rather than
reflective. Successfully framed and qualified by the
"California Memories," the contextual significance of the
set combine to present a multi-faceted and well planned
synopsis of this portion of Mr, Bontemps' experience and
an appreciation of the edenic but sometimes brutal realities
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of the South.
The third area of classification, though not discussed
in any detail by Dr. Bone, is comprised of "Talk to the
Music," "Lonesome Boy, Silver Trumpet," "Mr. Kelso's Lion,"
"A Woman With a Mission," and "Heathen at Home." To assert
that these selections were included merely for their enter¬
tainment value would be a gross miscalculation and understate¬
ment. Though each presents a view of black life which does
not adhere to the qualifications and perspectives of the other
Bontemps short stories, these tales depict phases of black
life, which, in at least one instance, transcend the limits




universality to them, which appears to be deliberate.
Clothed within these narratives are discussions of
maturations and developments in the stages leading to
heightened conceptions of the world which surrounds the
characters and messages of noteworthy significance. While
surely at least one of the above mentioned tales is sheer
escape literature, as a com.posite unit, they add another
excellent dimension to Mr. Bontemps’ view of the micro-
cosmic existence of the Negro. Some of the stories, notably,
are not confined to a pastoral setting, and some endeavor
to blend the pastoral and metropolitan viewpoint. Each,
however, provides some meaningful commentary on the scope
and range of the South, and in so doing, dispels any con¬
ception that they have been mischosen for the presentation
of The Old South.
Arna Bontemps, as a writer of short stories, proved to
be a connoisseur of the delightful, the entertaining, the
imaginative, and the art of description. The Old South, in
terms of craftsmanship and obvious display of talent, is a
fitting close tp his literary career. The author's ability
to provide such ingredients as realism, local color, realistic
dialect, timely reflections, and folk elements, the rustic
and beautiful aspects of a pastoral setting combine to create a
harmonious and timeless book. With painstaking skill and
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conscious deliberation, he constructed a tribute to his
southern heritage and the origins of the Negro which will
not easily topple from its pinnacle of success,
The Old South, in its inclusion of black folk culture,
revelations, personal memories and recollections, represents
a great degree of the vitality and sensitivity of its
author. While the short fiction of Arna Bontemps had no
direct effect upon the Harlem Renaissance, this volume can¬
not help but mirror the relationship between this upsurge
of literary and creative activity and the recognition of
the Negro's past and roots as a source of pride and note¬
worthy subject matter. Mr. Bontemps brought love, dignity,
the strength of endurance, perseverance and self-concept
to The Old South, all of which indicates his devotion to
the ideals which he espouses within its contents.
That most of these stories had lain dormant through
the years, that they were unable to find a publisher when
first presented, and were nearly forgotten by their busy
creator, is a tragedy, whose rectification was much needed,
well deserved,• and worth waiting for. But above all else,
another misfortune is that the deceased Mr. Bontemps was
unable to share in this final victory and triumph, yielded
by the recognition of his mastery of the genre of short
fiction. However, the accolades and appreciation afforded
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The Old South may well serve to forge and resurrect this
last dimension of the Bontemps legacy, indeed a fitting
’’epilogue*' to the Harlem Renaissance in its ability to
transcend even the constraints of the grave.
CHAPTER III
THE LITERARY ACHIEVEMENT OF ARNA BONTEMPS
Any noteworthy attempt to properly assess the literary
achievement of Ama Wendell Bontemps would undoubtably pre¬
sent a variety of terms and acknowledgements, which more
than aptly describe the varied and multi-faceted career and
lifestyle of this Afro-American genius, A man of many talents
and numerous capabilities, Bontemps won his earliest recog¬
nition as a member of the budding Harlem Renaissance genera¬
tion of the 1920's, but the boundaries of his life far surpass
such limits. A successful novelist, short story writer, poet,
writer of juvenile literature, essayist, curator, lecturer,
dramatist, collaborator, historian, librarian, editor, and
inspiring professor, Arna Bontemps provided contributions to
American letters and the sum total of the black experience,
which are virtually immeasurable.
Within the contextual classification of imaginative
fiction, this craftsman produced three novels, eleven short
stories, and numerous volumes of children's books. Committed
to the richness and vastness of the possibilities afforded by
acceptance and recognition of the folk culture and heritage
of the Negro, the resourceful Mr. Bontemps devoted much of his
life's work to the stimulation of black prxde and identification.
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a fact which is well reflected through a close examination of
his literary products,
God Sends Sunday, his first novel, published in 1931,
joining many other novels of the Harlem Renaissance which
display the primitive aspects of Negro life, was followed by
Black Thunder and Drvims at Dusk, two major developments in
the Afro-American novel, which served to catapult historical
fiction as a mode of creative expression among the black
literati. These fictional interpretations of historical
situations and personages, published in 1936 and 1939, re¬
spectively, transcended the limits of the Renaissance and
won for Mr. Bontemps a lasting position among American
novelists.
Directly paralleling the Depression Era and his deci¬
sion to concentrate his attention upon fiction, was also his
interest in the genre of the short story. His best known
short story was "A Summer Tragedy,” published in 1932, the
year following the appearance of God Sends Sunday, received
much critical acclaim and the Opportunity Short Story Prize
for the year. Though writing various other short fiction
stories during his years of self-imposed exile from the
environs of New York, he was unable to locate a publisher for
them until 1973, when The Old South: "A Summer Tragedy” and
Other Stories of the Thirties, a series of'vivid depictions
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of southern black life during the Depression and Post-
Depression Eras of the 1930's, was finally published, postu-
mously, in the year of the author's death.
In 1934, Mr. Bontemps published You Can't Pet A Possum
a children's book of some distinction. The year following
the publication of Black Thunder, often considered to be his
novelistic masterpiece, he wrote Sad-Faced Boy, which was
^
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followed by a long succession of juvenile literature. The
author often indicated that his decision to channel his
creative energies in this direction was primarily motivated
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by the desire to provide an important impact upon black youth.
This preoccupation proved most rewarding. In 1941, he wrote
and published Golden Slippers: An Anthology of Negro Poetry
for Young People.
Earlier, in 1932, he had entered into a collaborative
effort with his friend and Renaissance contemporary, Langston
Hughes, which had yielded Popo and Fifina: Children of Haiti.
Later, with Jack Conroy, he produced such children's stories
as Slappy Hooper, The Wonderful Sign Painter (1946), Sam Patch,
The High, Wide and Handsome Jtimper (1951) , and The Fast Sooner
Hoxand (1942) . Independently, he also wrote Lonesome Boy (1955) ,
George Washington Carver (1950), and other similiar works.
For a selected listing of the Juvenile Literature of
the author, see Appendix II. •
114
For an additional discussion of this matter, see foot¬
notes 94 and 95, Chapter II, p. 71.
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The scope, however, of Arna Bontemps^ career cannot
sufficiently be measured by his works alone. The influence
which he cast over Afro-'American letters in the decades
before his death is marked notably by his interest in and
aid to aspiring writers, as well. His association with such
talents as Gwendolyn Brooks, Richard Wright, and Margaret
Walker during the early stages of their careers was instru¬
mental in providing seasoned knowledge, wisdom and experience,
which conceivably enabled them to reach various pinnacles
within their profession.
Mr. Bontemps was also a persevering figure during the
"Black Push" of the sixties, encountering and moving among
aspirants such as Nikki Giovanni with ease, remaining con¬
temporary and vital in this age of the resurgence of black
participation in American letters. His gentle guidance,
forethought, and quiet demeanor were a shaping force which
though often underrated, provided some of the necessary
direction and restraint that was needed to balance the move¬
ment .
Aesthetically speaking, Mr. Bontemps was a gifted
artisan, whose eloquence, mediative quality, cohesiveness,
objectivity, and simplicity in diction matters were the re¬
sult of calculated and deliberate efforts, Much of his work
is framed by a desire to maintain balance ,and realism, two
elements which combine to adorn his craft 'effectively.
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Arna Bontemps is often underestimated, yet an assess¬
ment of the comments of his contemporaries and fellow critics
would indicate that he is held in the highest esteem among
men of letters. His personal interest in the range of every¬
thing that comprised life and living made him an excellent
conversationalist, and ardent reader, notable scholar, and
careful listener. He was noted for his vitality and astute¬
ness, as well as for his active mind and creative genuis.
Among those who speak effectively to this point was Lawrence
D. Reddick, in his remarks at Mr. Bontemps^Memorial Service
in New York;
We all remember Arna for his many talents and versatility.
But let us also remember that he was a man who encountered
all of the struggles that most of us encounter in this
society that is too acquisitive, too competitive, and
is permeated by a tribalism of the asphalt jungle...It
takes a great deal of inner strength to maintain oneself
under such pressures and circumstances. But I believe
Arna did. And that his talent and his goodness survived
give us hope that ultimately his clear-eyed but humane
spirit will prevail.
Likewise, Sterling Brown commented that "...Nobody will replace
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Arna...There are some men who are irreplaceable." Leslie
Morgan Collins, in his elegiac program note for the author's
funeral, held at the Fisk University Memorial Chapel, however,
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Brown, "Arna Bontemps: Co-Worker, Comrade," p. 97,
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As a distinguished man of letters, Ama Bontemps has
bequeathed to his heirs, among them the general
American reader, a magnificent heritage in quality,
quantity, and spirit of optimism, He was historian
and historical figure in the insistent chorus of
voices demanding freedom, at last, articulating the
Harlem Renaissance of the Twenties, of which he was
a young poet and fictioneer, as well as the Revolution
of the Sixties, of which he was an elder stateman.
In his memoir, "Ama Bontemps," Houston Baker comments
on his association with Mr. Bontemps during his years in New
Haven. Speaking of the injustices which the author good
naturedly tolerated during his time at Yale and throughout
his career, he says of the occasion of hearing of his
friend's death:
It was not a shock nor did tears well in my eyes.
I simply thought with some bitterness of how much
the world had lost because Bontemps had been kept 118
from the national prominence he deserved for so long...
Whatever dispute m.ay exist about the classification of
Arna Bontemps as a man of the Harlem Renaissance, the negative
aspect of which is most formidably presented by Sterling Brown,
«
who insists that, for seven excellent reasons, the writer,"...
bless his aesthetic sensibility and his Christian heart was not
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a member of that motley crew. there is little doubt that
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Houston A, Baker, "Arna Bontemps," Black World
(September, 1973), p, 8-9, '
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Mr, Bontemps considered himself very much a part of the Harlem
Era and its varied ramifications, as do most experts on the
subject. Though the point is sheerly academic, this fact
remains absolutely certain* whether a part of the main body
of the Renaissance or not, Ama Bontemps was greatly influenced
and affected by his association with the New Negro vogue of
the twenties, all of which is readily evidenced in his
various prefaces, essays, and literary works.
Throughout his literary career, Mr. Bontemps remained
aligned with the doctrines so eloquently and prolifically
annunciated by his close friend and New York contemporary,
Langston Hughes, in his 1926 essay, "The Negro Artist and
the Racial Mountain:"
The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp
criticism and misunderstanding from his own group and
unintentional bribes from the whites.The present
vogue in things Negro, although it may do as much
harm as good for the budding colored artist, has at
least done this: it has brought him forcibly to the
. attention of his own people among whom for so long,
imless the other race had noticed him beforehand, he
was a prophet with little honorWe younger Negro
artists who create now intend to express our individual
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white
people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it
doesn't matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too.
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Langston Hughes, "The Negrp Artist and the Racial
Mountain," 1926, in Black Expression, ed, Addison Gayles, Jr,





The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs, If colored
people are pleased we are glad. If they are not,
their displeasure doesn't matter either. We build our
temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we , 22stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.
In so doing, he embraced the stance that the first obligation
of the Negro in American letters is to his own race and culture.
From the zenith of the racial mountain, Arna Bontemps lauched
his various creative ventures, writing with great expertise,
style, and lack of rancor. The rich heritage of black America
came alive in his pen, his gusto and vitality remaining intact
up until the moment of death.
Never one to be idle, Arna Bontemps was embarking upon
two new literary projects at the time of his death. The first
was his autobiography, to be entitled A Man's Name, and the
second being a biography of Langston Hughes. His untimely demise,
caused by a fatal heart attack, aborted these efforts, but
Mr. Bontemps’ ability to transcend death is forever assured by
his•influence upon Afro-American literature and his many and
varied creations.
Another lasting dimension of the legacy of Arna Bontemps
is that of the lives of the students whom he touched during
his career. As a former student of his, I can surely attest




remembered fondly by far more. His contributions to aspiring
writers and enterprising students remain as perpetual seeds
of hope and promise, As patient consultant and teacher,
Mr. Bontemps left for future generations a challenge to ful¬
fill and an example to imitate.
In 1971, Black World dedicated its September Poetry
Issue to Mr. Bontemps for his service to the cause of
literary excellence among Afro-Americans and various other
aspects of his expansive career. In the dedicatory passage,
Hoyt W. Fuller said of Mr, Bontemps;
In the nearly half century since his literary debut,
Mr, Bontemps has quietly made an incalculable con-_
tribution to letters .. .However, no mention iT here _/
is made of his singular role as long-time librarian
at Fisk University or of his service to two generations
as consultant and teacher. Even now...he is ...
£”travelling about17•••, sharing his priceless wisdom
and insights on Black Literature with the new era's
fortunate students.
The following year, in a personal interview conducted
with Leslie M. Collins, the author discussed his beloved
Renaissance and the numerous personalities of interest involved
in this New York transition. With his customary humility,
he said of the si-gnificance of his and other literary talents'
congregation in the Harlem of the twenties:
123
Hoyt W. Fuller, "Arna Bontemps," in Black World
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I would never have become a first-rate writer, I don't
think that any who were there, had they not been there,
would have become distinguished artists without the art,
music, and the drama of the Renaissance, and the black
artist would have remained just as he had been from
1909-1920.124
And indeed, Mr. Bontemps was a "first-rate writer," as
is best exemplified in his literature and readily reflected
in the assessments of his peers and editors. One such editor,
Allen T. Klots, Jr., who worked with the author on numerous
occasions during his association with Dodd, Mead, commented
thusly on the mastery of his craft and his literary and
personal greatness;
One never failed to benefit from his quiet wisdom,
gentle humor, and perceptive observations of the
current scene...Arna was a prolific writer and
tireless worker. He was a perfectionist in the
standards of his own writing, which made him a
delight to work with as an editor. There was
always the confidence that when an essay, story,
or book was completed, it would be just right.
He was his own severest critic and sometimes a
project would be delayed several seasons, until
he had satisfied his exacting demands of himself.
Indeed in his work, as in his life, he had the
qualities of-a true artist, scholar, teacher, and
gentleman.125
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No more appropriate and lasting tribute to the literary
and personal achievement of Arna Bontemps, conscious in¬
novator of the Harlem Renaissance and beyond, could exist
than in the words of a young writer in whom he ignited the
passion for excellence and directed to the avenues of
literary success. This final perspective is embodied in the
elegiac poem, written by Frank Lament Phillips, on the
occasion of his mentor's death, found in the September, 1973
issue of Black World. Phillips, a student at Fisk University
during my years on the Nashville campus and now a published
poet, wrote:
Elegy for Ama Wendell Bontemps
What I wanted for you was
less words than fierce emotion. A
wreath of tenderness or more
wet breath than stone cool poetry.
I wanted to open up like our history
has suddenly. I wanted I think
to be able to say once that
I loved you soft as what I've had
for women or elegant ideas at their
death. I hadn't wanted to cry
though, to choke like this on tears,
emotion caught in my throat as
some tough remnant of meat. 0
but I or you or anyone is wheat
for death, some of us senile
at an early age or balled knots
of flesh worth nothing, some dead young,
buried by men much older than
they had dreamed to be. 0 what
are words that I suffer for them.
And let me say your death is mine.
I can have no other. And let
me say your life was candle brilliant,
illuminating. But what is in me
that I must, but ache to have
104
not to say goodbye, and not
this tattoo of verbiage, which
is curiously imperative, though not
releasing nor final nor worthy,
And thus, the flame burns on, for in Mr. Bontemps’ own words,
127
"Time is not a river. Time is a pendulum,"
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MILESTONES IN THE LIFE OF ARNA BONTEMPS*
1902 Born with given name of Arnaud on October 13 in
Alexandria, La.
1906 Moved to Los Angeles, California, with family.
1917 Attended San Fernando Academy prep school until 1920.
1923 Received A.B. degree from Pacific Union College in
Angwin, Calif.
1924 Taught at Harlem Academy until 1931.
1926 Married Alberta Johnson.
1926 ' Awarded Alexander Pushkin Prize for poem "Golgotha
is a Mountain" by Opportunity (Journal of Negro Life)
1927 Awarded Alexander Pushkin Prize for poem "The Return.
1927 Awarded Crisis Poetry Prize the first presented
by The Crisis for poem "Nocturne at Bethesda."
1931 Had his first novel, God Sends Sunday, published.
1931 Taught at Oakwood Junior College in Huntsville, Ala.,
xantil 1934.
1932 Awarded Opportunity Short Story Prize for "A Summer
Tragedy.
1935 Moved to Chicago where he taught at Shiloh Academy
until 1938.
1938 Granted Julius Rosenwald Fellowship for creative
writing and travel in the Caribbean until 1939.
1942 Granted Julius Rosenwald Fellowship to pursue the
Negro in Illinois project.
*DATA SOURCE: Jack Conroy, "Milestones in the Life of Arna
Bontemps," 1974, found in the files of the
Williams Collection, Central Branch, Atlanta




1943 Received M.L.S, from the University of Chicago.
1949 Granted Guggenheim fellowship for creative writing.
1954 Granted Guggenheim fellowship for creative writing.
1956 Awarded Jane Addams Children's Book Award.
1964 Named acting librarian of Fisk University while
a new university librarian was being sought
and director of university relations until 1965.
1966 Moved to Chicago where he taught literature at the
University of Illinois Circle Campus until 1969.
1969 Appointed visiting professor and curator of James
Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection at Yale
University.
1969 Received honorary L.H.D. (doctor of humane letters)
from Morgan State College in Baltimore, Md.
1971 Appointed writer-in-residence at Fisk University
where he worked on his autobiography.
1972 Named honorary consultant to the Library of Congress
in American Cultural History.
1973 Received honorary L.H.D. on May 27 from Berea
College in Berea, Kentucky.
1973 Died June 4 at age of 70.
APPENDIX II
SELECTED LISTING OF THE JUVENILE LITERATURE
OF ARNA BONTEMPS
Popo and Fifina: Children of Haiti (with Langston Hughes),
MacmlTtihT'lW.
You Can't Pet A Possum, William Morrow, 1934.
Sad-Faced Boy, Houghton Mifflin, 1937.
Golden Slippers: An Anthology of Negro Poetry for Young
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We Have Tomorrow, Houghton Mifflin, 1945.
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Houghton Mifflin, 1946?
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Conroy), Houghton Mifflin, 1951.
The Story of George Washington Carver, Grosset and Dunlap,
1954.
Lonesome Boy, Houghton Mifflin, 1955.
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